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Abstract
Introduction: College students were uniquely affected by the pandemic because of transitions in
living situations and a lack of social connection. The current study explored students’
relationships, experiences of intimacy, and sexual behaviors during March 2020 to March 2021
of the pandemic.
Method: A convenience sample (N=288) of WWU students participated in an online survey.
Data indicated participants were majority women (66.9%), white (74.2%), and varied in sexual
orientations (heterosexual (47.8%); bisexual (25.7%); LGQ+ (24.5%)). This mixed methods
survey comprised questions about individuals’ pandemic context, relationships, intimacy, and
sexual behaviors alone and with others.
Results: The majority of respondents (67.1%) reported having engaged in sexual behaviors with
others during this period of the pandemic, with 41.1% indicating they were in a committed
relationship with one person. Many indicated more frequent behaviors (45.1% masturbated more
often; 39.8% had more remote/virtual sexual activity) or trying new behaviors (53%). Openended data indicated variations in sexual desire, frequency, and satisfaction.
Discussion: College is usually a time for sexual exploration and self-discovery. Some students
adapted during the pandemic so they could explore, and some were deterred by mental health,
isolation, and social barriers. These data can inform counseling, support, and educational
initiatives at WWU.
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Introduction
Since December of 2019, the onslaught of the coronavirus (i.e., COVID-19) global
pandemic, the world has faced unprecedented changes. People in the U.S. were forced to alter
the ways they interact with others as they negotiated quarantining in their homes, social
distancing, and augmenting work and school modalities. With approximately 1 million deaths
and close to 93 million cases in the U.S. alone, the COVID-19 pandemic has affected everyone
in countless ways (Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center, n.d.). The reactions and
regulations that came about as a result of the pandemic varied by state in the U.S.
In Washington State (WA), most non-essential businesses closed down (i.e., restaurants,
gyms) and most large social gathering were banned or limited. On March 23, 2020 the governor
of WA, Jay Inslee, issued a proclamation that included a two-week stay-at-home order (“stay
home, stay healthy”), closed all non-essential businesses, and banned “all gatherings for social,
spiritual, and recreational purposes” (Husch Blackwell, n.d.). This proclamation was extended
through May 31, 2020 and was eventually replaced by the transition to the “safe start” phased
reopening. By January of 2021, guidance was released for vaccination prioritization. It was not
until April 15, 2021 that everyone over 16 years old was eligible to receive a vaccine (Husch
Blackwell, n.d.).
Universities varied in the adaptation to the pandemic as well. In WA, all state schools
were prohibited from having in person classes after Governor Inslee’s proclamation on March
13, 2020 (Husch Blackwell, n.d.). This proclamation was eventually extended to last until the
end of the 2019-2020 school year. Western Washington University (WWU), a public state school
located in Bellingham, offered classes completely online from March 2020 until September of
2021. During this time, vaccines were still not widely distributed and stay at home orders were in
place. As a school on the quarter system, this meant that students were waiting on vaccinations,
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had limited social contact with peers, and attended classes online, for three full quarters (Spring
2020, Fall 2020, Winter 2021). Accordingly, WWU students, like many other college students,
faced potential changes in their sexual and romantic lives (Herbenick et al., 2022).
For young people, the transition to online school or distance learning presented unique
difficulties and required rapid adaptation. For college students in particular, this shift might have
meant moving back home or finding other living arrangements. The resulting separation from
classmates and campus environment has been found to positively correlate with students'
perceived stress and anxiety (Yang et al., 2021). College is typically a time for sexual
exploration, particularly on residential campuses; during this time of independence, many people
solidify their sexual identity and engage in diverse sexual behaviors (Herbenick et al., 2021).
However, with minimal in-person social contact this was not realistic for many students
(Vaterlaus et al., 2021).

Literature Review
This literature review will focus on the effects of the pandemic on relationships, sexual
behaviors, and experiences of intimacy, during a period of time heavily mediated by mental
health stress. It will also look at the role of technology, social media, and dating apps during this
period of time. The information in this literature review will provide context for the current study
on WWU students’ experiences of intimacy and relationships during the pandemic.

Relationships
One of the prominent impacts of the pandemic was the alteration of how relationships,
both platonic and romantic, form and function. Many of these changes were dependent on
individuals’ relationship statuses before the pandemic and their living situations. Those who
were already married or in a relationship(s) may have been confined with their significant
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other(s) or forced to spend long periods of time apart. There may have been changes in the
frequency of sexual activity, increases in domestic disputes, or divorce (Döring, 2020). For
some, forced cohabitation and/or being confined at home with family, led to frustrations
regarding a lack of privacy (Panzeri et al., 2020). Overfamiliarity (being excessively familiar)
has also been found to reduce the sexual desire of partners stuck together during this time
(Luetke et al., 2020). Others, who were not already in relationships, may have faced different
challenges. Many singles experienced decreases in sexual frequency due to the risk of having
casual sex partners and increases in loneliness and isolation (Döring, 2020). Thus, people had to
seek different ways to make social connections and experience intimacy.
During the pandemic, many college students experienced a lack of social interaction and
extended periods of isolation. Vaterlaus et al. (2021) found that 82.3% of students reported
feeling isolated and that many disclosed not having the opportunity to meet new people, friends
or potential romantic partners. Some students were stuck in dorm rooms and reported not being
able to see family because of the fear of exposing at-risk members. Other students may not have
had a place to go or were forced to return home to volatile situations when dorms closed
(Lederer et al., 2021). Particularly, for many LGBTQ+ youth, “home” is not welcoming, safe, or
a place where they can be their authentic selves because of undisclosed sexual and gender
identities (Salerno et al., 2020). Students also reported dealing with differing perspectives on
COVID-19 related safety compared to family or friends. This included being considered the “bad
child” for going out for non-essential tasks (Vaterlaus et al., 2021).

Intimacy
Intimacy was another aspect of interactions between people affected by the pandemic.
The concept of intimacy is inherently complex; differing perspectives on the subject have led to
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a variety of definitions or types of intimacy. For example, Prager (1997) splits intimacy into two
main components, intimate interactions (intimate behaviors and/or intimate experiences) and
intimate relationships. In the context of this study, intimacy will refer to feelings of closeness or
connectedness (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Note that physical proximity is not required to feel close
and/or connected. This paper will focus on three different types of intimacy: sexual intimacy,
emotional intimacy, and digital intimacy. Each of these providing unique and intersectional
contributions to people’s relationships.
Sexual intimacy and sexual behaviors
Sex is often the first thing that comes to mind when people think about intimacy
(Robinson & Scott, 2021). Tied into this is the assumption of physical touch. However, sexual
intimacy comprises more than just in-person sexual behaviors. Some of the factors associated
with sexual intimacy include time spent with a partner, stress levels, social or familial obligations
(Lopes et al., 2020). During the pandemic, being sexually intimate with steady partners could
have increased people’s feeling of security and gratefulness for their relationship(s) (Zucker,
2020). Increasing pandemic related pressures might have also intensified the burden placed on
sex to support relationships. In this case, “distress about a mismatch in sexual interest becomes
more likely, as the discrepancy is perceived not only as an obstacle to sexual pleasure, but also as
an obstacle to attending to partners’ emotional bond” (Štulhofer et al., 2022, pg. 240). However,
these trends were not the case for everyone, especially those who were single or engaged in a
long-distance relationship.
A lot of literature on sexual health during the pandemic focuses on the experiences of
people in long-term relationships, especially those in heterosexual and monogamous
relationships (e.g., Balzarini et al., 2021; Lehmiller et al., 2021; Panzeri et al., 2020). Many
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discussed concepts such as sexual desire, arousal, and sexual satisfaction. In order to understand
the implications of these studies it is important to briefly introduce these three concepts. Levine
(2002) defines sexual desire as “the sum of the forces that incline us towards and away from
sexual behavior” (pg. 47). They explain that desire can help people define components of their
sexual identity. The continuous ebb and flow of sexual desire can also reflect how people think
and feel about experiences with others and assist in informing what they want (Levine, 2002).
Sexual arousal is often described as a drive or physiological response to a stimulus (Singer,
1984). Singer (1984) characterizes these responses as aesthetic (a pleasant feeling in response to
something like an attractive face), approach (the inclination and movement towards a sexual
object), and genital (e.g., vasocongestion, lubrication). Sexual satisfaction can be influenced by a
variety of factors including the frequency of sexual activities, the amount of communication
around sexual matters, sexual function, and desire discrepancy (Velten & Margraf, 2017).
Balzarini and colleagues (2021) looked at sexual desire in relation to stress, depression
and financial worry in the early months of the pandemic. Their study focused on people in longterm romantic relationships internationally. They found that as the pandemic played out some
people reported less sexual desire due to stress and loneliness while others reported more sexual
desire as a result of coping with pandemic related worry or financial concern. Panzeri (2020)
studied desire, arousal, frequency of sexual intercourse and levels of sexual satisfaction of people
living with a partner during the pandemic in Italy. Their results indicated that most couples did
not perceive any change in their sex lives. However, “some female participants reported a
decrease in pleasure, satisfaction, desire, and arousal” (Panzeri, 2020, pg. 6). Similarly, Cocci
and colleagues (2020) found that more than half of the respondents to their online survey in Italy
reported no sexual satisfaction at all during the pandemic. Almost half (43.5%) of participants in
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an online survey, based in the U.S., by Lehmiller and colleagues (2021) reported the quality of
their sex life had declined during the pandemic. Another study on sexuality in the United
Kingdom found that about 40% of their sample reported engaging in sexual activity at least once
per week on average, while the other 60% reported no sexual activity during self-isolation (Jacob
et al., 2020).
While many studies found that the pandemic resulted in decreased sexual activity,
satisfaction, frequency, and desire, other studies looked into reasons for increased sexual
satisfaction. Lehmiller and colleagues (2021) found that 20.3% of people made new additions
(e.g., trying positions, fantasies, massage, BDSM) to their sex lives, and those who did were
more likely to report an improved sex life. They also recognized that comfort and latitude to
make new additions was related to sexual orientation, racial identity, living with a partner, and
age. They speculated that sexual and racial minorities, in addition to younger adults might be
more likely to make new additions because they had increased rates of living alone. For clarity,
living alone might necessitate being more creative in pursuing “sex for leisure” during the
pandemic (Lehmiller et al., 2021, pg. 301). As a result of social distancing, some new additions
involved the use of technology or cybersex. This will be discussed in more detail later.
It is important to also look at the effect of the pandemic on people who were single or not
in long-term relationships. One big impact of social distancing was the decrease of casual sex
(i.e., friends with benefits, hook-ups, one-night stands), an occurrence that is more common
among adolescents, singles and LGBTQ+ identifying people (Döring, 2020). A Chinese online
survey found 44% of participants reported a decrease in the number of sexual partners during the
pandemic in addition to many respondents reporting a reduction in risky sexual behaviors (such
as inconsistent condom use, casual sexual partnerships, and multiple sexual partnerships) as well
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(Li et al., 2020). Frequency of solo masturbation also decreased during the pandemic, with
20.2% of respondents saying that they had not masturbated since the beginning of the pandemic
(Lehmiller et al., 2021). In contrast, they found that some people made new solo activity
additions to their sex lives. Of those who reported making these additions, the most common
responses were watching pornography by themselves and playing with a vibrator or sex toy
alone.
The pandemic had unique implications for the sexual intimacy of college students.
College is a setting where many students are more likely to engage in casual sex and/or high-risk
sexual behaviors. For example, Lehmiller and colleagues (2014) explain that friends with
benefits relationships are very common for college students. Modern day hookup culture is also
considered to be a risky behavior. Hooking up is a social and behavioral phenomenon where
people, who are not dating or romantic partners, have “brief uncommitted sexual encounters”
(Garcia et al., 2012, pg. 161). One study that looked at hookup culture before the pandemic
found that over 60% of undergraduate college students reported having hooked up since the start
of college (Kuperberg & Padgett, 2015). The nature of the pandemic likely impacted students’
ability to have casual sex or hookup. Firkey and colleagues (2021) found that, during the
pandemic, students across the U.S. reported a decrease in opportunities to have sex and in
frequency of sexual activity (55.2% and 57.5% respectively).
There have also been studies on college students’ sexual behaviors in and out of
relationships. In a survey at a large U.S. Midwestern university, 25.3% of students stayed in their
relationship but returned home to different cities during the pandemic and 17.2% stayed together
in the city of their university (Herbenick et al., 2022). They also found that partnered
masturbation, vaginal sex, and anal sex decreased in prevalence, while solo masturbation
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remained stable (prevalence of 72.1% to 77.2% over their study period). In a study comparing
experiences of students and non-students during the pandemic, students reported a significant
increase in sexual activity (both in person and remote/virtual) compared to non-students
(Ellakany et al., 2022). One possible reason for this is that students are more amenable to sexting
or cybersex.
Emotional intimacy, mental health, and isolation
Emotional intimacy is often more nuanced in popular discourse, but it is understood to be
essential to the functioning of personal relationships. Gaia (2002) defines emotional intimacy as
consisting of seven components (both verbal and nonverbal): self-disclosure, emotional
expression, support, trust, physical intimacy or touch, mutuality, and closeness. Though
multifaceted, emotional intimacy may connect with sexual intimacy. For example, those in
relationships during the pandemic may have been engaging in sexual behavior as a means to
increase emotional intimacy (Štulhofer et al., 2022). However, with decreases in sexual
frequency, many people may have established emotional intimacy without in-person sexual
behavior. It could be argued that partners who went through the pandemic together might have
experienced a new kind of closeness (not solely in relation to proximity) which could have a
positive impact on experiences of emotional intimacy. Döring (2020) connects intimacy to
attachment theory and says, “in times of threat, people move closer together with their significant
others” (pg. 2766).
There are many ways sexual and emotional intimacy could have been a part of people’s
lives during the pandemic. Lopes et al. (2020) highlight how fear of contagion and/or isolation
can interfere with intimacy between partners. This could apply directly to college students’
experiences of intimacy during the period of the pandemic when they were taking online classes,
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were socially isolated from most of their peers, and were dealing with risks of exposure. One
study found that many participants who were in cohabiting romantic relationships reported
feeling closer to their partner but having less sex (Rubinsky et al., 2022). Rubinsky et al. (2022)
also noted that in these responses, participants recognized that their sexual encounters did not
always have to be spontaneous, heated, and/or romantic to be satisfying. Montanaro et al. (2022)
found that a number of participants (13%) felt more secure and attractive because of emotional
and physical support during tumultuous times. They also found that for those who were
physically separated, some realized the strength of their emotional connections with partners as a
result of the pandemic.
Emotional intimacy is tied into mental health and well-being. This is important in the
context of sexuality during the pandemic because mental health can act as a mediator. Balzarini
and colleagues (2021) looked at sexual desire in relation to stress, depression and financial worry
during the pandemic. They found that depressive symptoms mediated the association between
pandemic stressors and lower sexual desire. Another study found that many same sex partners
experienced conflict, higher anxiety and/or depression, and increased substance use during the
pandemic (Li & Samp, 2021). They also identified “race/ethnicity and internalized homophobia
as two moderators that amplified the adverse effects of the pandemic on same-sex relationships”
(Li & Samp, 2021, pg. 1837). Sønderskov et al. (2020) found that many people in the general
Danish population were grappling with an increase in anxiety and depressive symptoms as
compared to before the pandemic. In a meta-analysis of stressors during quarantine, main
stressors included the duration of quarantine (which was linked to post-traumatic stress
symptoms, avoidance behavior, and anger), fear of infection, frustration and boredom,
inadequate supplies, and inadequate information (Brooks et al., 2020).
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Many studies also looked at the impacts of mental health for college students during the
pandemic. It must be noted that student populations are often already vulnerable to increased
mental health issues. Hamza et al. (2021) found that students without existing mental health
issues prior to the pandemic experienced a significant increase in psychological distress (e.g.,
depression, anxiety, PTSD) during the pandemic and they identified social isolation as a key
factor. Another study on 2,031 students at Texas A&M University found that 48.14%
experienced moderate to severe depression, 38.48% experienced moderate to severe anxiety, and
71.26% indicated stress and anxiety levels increased during the pandemic (Wang et al., 2020).
Fostering emotional intimacy may have been key for people grappling with new or
preexisting mental health problems during the pandemic. It is important to keep in mind that
mental health mediates the way people see and interact with the world around them. This means
that it can have significant effects on their sexuality and experiences of intimacy. When trying to
foster emotional intimacy people may have also looked for ways to nurture or cultivate sexual
intimacy. As explained in this review and in other literature, the pandemic made creating or
maintaining social and intimate relationships a struggle for many people. One way to address this
struggle was to make the shift towards cultivating digital intimacy.
Digital Intimacy, dating apps, and technology
One outcome of the pandemic was the digitalization of intimacy. In some cultures,
“making love and expressing desire digitally can be considered unconventional and
revolutionary” (Banerjee & Rao, 2021, pg. 14). One study found that more than half of their
participants experienced increases in emotional bonding as a consequence of “innovative
sexuality” during the pandemic (Arafat, 2020). When talking about digital intimacy during the
pandemic it is important to put it into the context of what this looked like before the introduction
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of COVID-19. This includes exploring the use of dating apps and social media and the evolution
and impacts of college hookup culture.
Pre-pandemic. Generational shifts in experiences of intimacy, particularly related to
widespread adoption of social media and online dating, were already occurring before the
pandemic (Lomanowska, & Guitton, 2016). It is likely the pandemic had an effect, whether
intensifying changes that were already happening or creating new changes. Understanding these
interactions may reveal emerging social norms that inform how college students navigate social
and sexual situations in current times. Social media can impact how individuals perceive healthy
relationships. College students are particularly susceptible to this because many are living away
from home for the first time and feel the pressure to make friends and fit in (Baldwin-White &
Gower, 2021). As mentioned before, college students often engage in risky sexual behaviors as
they explore their sexuality.
Before the pandemic, online dating was becoming a critical piece of how people met,
especially younger generations and college students. Some dating apps were being used by
people looking to hookup. According to Hanson (2021), “it is no accident that dating apps are
also sometimes referred to as ‘hookup apps’ as they are often used by college students and other
people seeking casual sexual encounters” (pg. 80). Various studies have looked at the changing
rates of dating app usage. Smith (2016) noted that the number of 18-to-24-year-old’s who
reported using dating apps tripled over two years. According to them, this has been accompanied
by a shift from online dating sites (e.g., Match.com, eHarmony, OK Cupid) to mobile dating
apps (e.g., Tinder, Hinge, Bumble). A study of students in the Mid-Atlantic region of the USA
found that 68.7% of respondents used dating apps to “find a dating partner”, while 37.8% used
them to “initiate sex” (Sawyer et al., 2018).
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During the pandemic. As social distancing became a necessary practice, interactions
and intimacy over digital platforms became the “new normal” (Banerjee & Rao, 2020). Usage of
dating apps increased during the pandemic and one study found that conversations on these apps
were 32% longer, potentially because people were using them to make significant connections
(Tinder, 2021). The International Society for the Study of Women’s Sexual Health (ISSWSH,
2020) postulated that “the new ‘really safe’ sex in many cases may require ‘e-sex’, (i.e., Skype,
Facetime, Zoom, etc.)”. E-sex or cybersex is a common theme found throughout pandemic
literature on sexuality and experiences of intimacy.
Virtual sexual behavior might look like sexting, phone sex, using remotely controlled sex
toys, or mutual masturbation while on video or Facetime. Research has found that “more than
one-third of people preferred cybersex compared to abstinence or masturbation alone in longdistance relationships” (Banerjee & Rao, 2021, pg. 13). One study, a survey of Brazilian adults,
found that 61.2% did not use sex media during the isolation period of the pandemic. However, of
those that did use digital devises and social media for sexual behaviors/relations, 64.3% sexted
(Melca et al., 2021). This study also looked at the usage of dating apps and found that some of
the reasons that participants used them during the pandemic were to increase self-esteem, to
make friends, and to have safer sex. Another study found that sexting increased (from 49.4% to
61%) throughout the pandemic among college students who were physically distant from their
partner (Herbenick et al., 2022). Interestingly, Firkey and colleagues (2021) found that the use of
dating apps among college students across the U.S. remained unchanged.
The rise of cybersex also allowed people to explore new sexual fantasies. Banerjee and
Rao (2021) outlined how virtual sexual identities and fantasies are not constrained by physical
environments or situations. This is partly because of the anonymous and private nature of
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cybersex. During times of quarantine, people may have had the opportunity to discover their own
preferences for genital touch or learn more about sex through a variety of educational materials
(Lopes et al., 2020). Other preliminary outcomes of the pandemic include an increase of
pornography use, and the destigmatization and celebration of masturbation (Banerjee & Rao,
2021; Döring, 2020). Masturbation and pornography, though both heavily debated topics, are
considered to be safe alternatives to in person sexual activity during the pandemic.

Current Study
The COVID-19 pandemic has affected people’s relationships, sexual behaviors, and
experiences of intimacy. However, the current research on this topic is somewhat inconclusive as
to what exactly the pandemic’s effect has been. Some studies found that many people have had
less sex during this period, while others found that many people have had more. Additionally, it
has been reported that some people feel closer to their partner, while lots of people are isolated
and depressed. A few studies have also found that some individuals are trying new sexual
behaviors, including using toys and engaging in cybersex. It must be noted that a lot of this
research focused on the general population, particularly those in heterosexual and monogamous
relationships. This study looked specifically at college students at WWU in WA (USA), a state
that imposed very strict COVID-19 protocols. In WA, most non-essential businesses were closed
down and large social gatherings were banned or limited. All state schools were also required to
be online during this period of time. Looking at the effects of the pandemic on college students is
of particular interest because college is typically a time for sexual exploration and social
distancing made these kinds of interactions scarce.
The current study examined WWU students’ experiences with intimate or romantic
relationships during the 2020-2021 school year, when WWU’s classes were completely online
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and before the widespread distribution of vaccines. Our research team aimed to address four
overarching research questions (RQ):
RQ1: What were WWU students’ general experiences living during this period of the
pandemic (e.g., student status, living situation, employment, number of social and
essential outings)?
RQ2: What were WWU students’ experiences with types (solo and partnered; in-person
and virtual), frequency, desire for, and level of satisfaction with sexual behaviors during
this period of the pandemic?
RQ2.1: What new sexual behaviors did WWU students engage in during this
period of the pandemic?
RQ3: In what ways did WWU students’ experiences of intimacy (e.g., frequency of
sexual behaviors) differ during this period of the pandemic as compared to before the
COVID-19 pandemic?
RQ4: What were WWU students’ experiences with romantic and intimate relationships
(e.g., how people met each other, if they met before or after the pandemic started, how
many partners they had, what kinds of relationships they had etc.) during this period of
the pandemic?

Methods
Procedures and Participants
We recruited a convenience sample (N=288) of WWU students and asked them to take an
online survey on Qualtrics. The survey was disseminated by faculty, staff, and students on
campus in the form of emails, Instagram or other social media posts, and posters (see Appendix
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C). The first wave of recruitment took place in March 2022. Some professors offered extra credit
points to students in their classes as an incentive to take the survey. The second wave of
recruitment took place April to June 2022. In the second wave, we obtained grant funding and
offered 75 people a $10 Amazon e-gift card as incentive to take the survey. The survey
procedures were approved by the Institutional Review Board at WWU prior to data collection.
Any current WWU student over 18 was eligible to take the survey. Before starting the
survey, participants read an informed consent statement and were prompted to select whether or
not they consented. If they did not consent, they were sent to the end of the survey. Those who
consented were then asked questions regarding eligibility. The survey took approximately 10-15
minutes to complete and consisted of both short-answer and multiple-choice questions. The
survey ended with students answering a final question about whether or not they were receiving
extra credit or a gift card. If participants answered “yes” they were redirected to a separate,
unlinked survey. This ensured that their answers to the previous survey remained anonymous.
Here they were able to enter their information in order to receive their incentive. If they
answered “no” the survey ended.

Measures
The survey was developed by Avia Breiter (undergraduate student at WWU) and Mary
Hunt (assistant professor in the Public Health Program). The survey was crafted specifically for
this research project and was informed by the literature review above. Before dissemination, the
instrument was piloted by five undergraduate research assistants to assess clarity, readability, and
timing. Before each section of the survey, participants were reminded that questions were
referring to behaviors and experiences from March 2020 until March 2021, before widespread
vaccine distribution. They were also reminded that responding was voluntary and would never be
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reported in an individually identifying way. The survey comprised six short sections: general
pandemic questions, open-ended questions, sexual behaviors (solo) questions, sexual behaviors
(partnered) questions, relationship questions, and demographic questions.
General Pandemic Questions
In the first section of the survey, we asked a handful of questions about students’ general
experiences, living situations, and student status during the pandemic. The aim of these questions
was to put people’s answers about intimacy and sexuality in the context of their pandemic
experience (RQ1). The questions were close-ended and multiple choice:
1. Which best describes your student status during this period of the pandemic?
2. What best describes your living situation during this period of the pandemic?
3. Who did you live with during this period of the pandemic?
4. Did your living situation change as a result of the pandemic (e.g., did you move
somewhere else or live with people you had not previously been living with before the
pandemic?
5. Did you have a job during this period of the pandemic?
6. How often did you go out socially during this period of the pandemic (e.g., go to bars,
restaurants, gatherings with friends, parties, etc.)?
7. How often did you go out for essential tasks during this period of the pandemic (e.g.,
groceries, work)?
Open-ended Questions
Next, we asked participants to respond to two open-ended questions: “how do you think
this period of the pandemic affected your frequency, desire, and satisfaction with engaging in
sexual behaviors?” and “how do you think this period of the pandemic affected your connections
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and intimacy with others (e.g., sexual/romantic relationships and non-sexual/romantic
relationships)?”. The first question relates to RQ2 and the second one relates to RQ4.
Sexual Behaviors (Solo)
Participants were then asked if the engaged in any sexual behaviors by themselves during
this period of the pandemic. This included masturbating, using sex toys, watching pornography
etc. If they responded “no” they were sent to the next section of the survey. If they answered
“yes” then they were asked 6 questions about solo sexual behaviors. Three of the questions were
asked on a 6-point scale that was developed specifically for this survey. These questions asked
about the frequency of masturbation, solo sex toy use, and consumption of erotic material. The
options included: “very often (multiple times a day)”, “pretty often (5+ days a week)”, “often (23 times a week)”, “sometimes (less than 2 times a week)”, “rarely (a few times a month)”, and
“almost never or never”. These questions related to RQ2.
Each of these questions had a follow up question inquiring about the frequency of the
behavior before vs during the pandemic. The options included: “more during this period of the
pandemic than before”, “less during this period of the pandemic than before”, “the same amount
during and before this period of the pandemic”, “for the first time during this period of the
pandemic”, and “N/A”. These questions were tied to RQ3.
Sexual Behaviors (Partnered)
The next section asked participants if they engaged in any sexual behaviors with others
during this period of the pandemic. This included remote behaviors like sexting, phone sex, etc.
If they responded “no” they were sent to the next section of the survey. If they answered “yes”
then they were asked 7-16 questions (depending on how they answered specific questions) about
partnered sexual behaviors. The first question asked people to select all of the sexual behaviors
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that they engaged in with a partner(s) during this period of the pandemic. If a participant
indicated that they engaged in in-person sexual behaviors with a partner(s) they were sent to an
additional question asking them to specify what types of in-person sexual behaviors they
engaged in. For every behavior they selected they were sent to another question asking how often
they engaged in that specific behavior. The options for these follow up questions were the same
as the 6-point scale described earlier. These questions were tied to RQ2.
The next question was tied to RQ4 and asked:
“how many different partners did you engage in these activities (in-person and/or remote) with
during this period of the pandemic?”
Then we asked two questions about the frequency of in-person and virtual sexual
activities before this period of the pandemic as opposed to during.
1. Did you engage in more or less in-person sexual activity than before this period of the
pandemic?
2. Did you engage in more or less remote/virtual sexual activity than before this period of
the pandemic?
The options included: “more”, “less”, “the same”, and “N/A”. This question was tied to RQ3.
Using the same 6-point scale as described above we then asked how often participants
used sex toys with a partner(s) (RQ2). This was followed up by a question on the frequency of
sex toy usage with a partner(s) before vs during the pandemic. The options included: “more
during this period of the pandemic than before”, “less during this period of the pandemic than
before”, “the same amount during and before this period of the pandemic”, “for the first time
during this period of the pandemic”, and “N/A”. This question was tied to RQ3.
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Finally, the last question asked: “did you engage in new sexual behaviors or experiences
(try new fantasies/expand your sexual interests) with a partner(s) during this period of the
pandemic?”. The options were: “yes”, “no”, “I don’t know”, and “N/A”. If “yes” was selected,
then the participant was sent to a follow up question asking them to expand on what new sexual
behaviors they engaged in. These questions were related to RQ2.1.
Relationships
In the second to last section, we asked four questions about WWU students’ relationships
during the specified period of the pandemic. All of these questions were related to RQ4. The
questions included:
1. What best describes your relationship status during this period of the pandemic?
2. Thinking of the sexual and/or romantic relationship(s) you had with people during this
period of the pandemic, did you relationship(s) start…
3. Did any of your relationship(s) end during this period of the pandemic?
4. How did you meet people to date/how did your relationship(s) start during this period of
the pandemic?
Demographic Questions
The last section asked about demographic information. We asked about students’ age,
gender identity, pronouns, sexual orientation, and racial and/or ethnic identity. We also asked
students what year they are in school and what their current living situation is. While these were
close-ended questions, participants were able to write in options not listed as well.
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Analysis
Data analysis for this study comprised two parts. The first was quantitative data analysis
of multiple-choice questions in SPSS. The second was qualitative data analysis of the openended questions using an inductive thematic approach.
Quantitative Analysis
To analyze the quantitative data, we ran descriptive statistics in SPSS. Before doing this,
we cleaned the data (N=332 total) by excluding responses that did not fulfill eligibility
requirements (i.e., under 18, not a WWU student; N=11) or did not consent to participate in this
study (N=33). We were left with a final sample of 288 participants. In SPSS, we ran frequencies
on all of the close-ended questions that related to our research questions. We combined agender,
genderqueer/fluid, trans man, trans woman, two spirit, and a gender not listed into “gender
expansive” when running frequencies for gender. We combined residence hall (dormitory or
suites), on-campus apartment/house (alone or with roommate(s)), and on-campus
apartment/house with partner and/or dependents into “On-campus”; off-campus apartment/house
(alone or with roommate(s)) and off-campus apartment/house with partner and/or dependents
into “Off-campus” when running frequencies for current living situation. We also created a
multiracial category that included participants that selected more than one racial identity or wrote
in a racial identity not listed when running frequencies for racial and/or ethnic identity.
Qualitative Analysis
To analyze the qualitative data, we used an inductive thematic analysis modeled after
Braun & Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis is a systematic procedure where you find repeated
themes, subthemes and patterns within a given qualitative data set. There are two ways to do a
thematic analysis: an inductive approach (which we used) or a deductive approach. The inductive
approach is a “process of coding the data without trying to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame,
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or the researcher’s analytic preconceptions” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, pg. 83). The deductive
approach, also known as a theoretical approach, is often driven by a researcher’s specific interest
in the subject and is more analyst driven. This form of analysis tends to provide less detail about
the data overall and instead focuses on a certain piece of the data.
Braun & Clarke (2006) outline 6 steps of a thematic analysis that we followed in order to
code our data. The steps are familiarizing yourself with your data, generating initial codes,
searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report.
1) Familiarizing yourself with your data: In this step, we (the two principal researchers)
immersed ourselves in the data by actively reading responses multiple times and taking
notes on what we saw emerging from the data (i.e., any patterns or meanings).
2) Generating initial codes: This phase consists of producing initial codes and organizing the
data into meaningful groups. First, we did this individually to compile emerging patterns
into codes. During this phase they recommend coding for as many possible patterns.
3) Searching for themes: During this phase, we sorted the codes we identified into themes
and subthemes. Here they recommend using a visual thematic map to make connections
between the different codes/patterns.
4) Reviewing themes: This phase had two main steps. The first one is looking at the data
extracts under each theme and subtheme and make sure they fit. This may result in
reworking the themes and subthemes. We came together to compare our themes and
subthemes compiled individually. The second step is looking at the data set as a whole.
Five research assistants coded a random subset of data to see how the themes fit the data
and where we needed to rework our themes to accurately reflect the meanings in the data.
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5) Defining and naming themes: This phase concluded when we felt satisfied with the
themes and subthemes from the last phase. The research assistants completed more
practice coding with the reworked codes. We defined and redefined the themes that
appeared in our final analysis. We also collected data extracts that exemplify each theme
and subtheme and organize them into a coherent narrative. Braun & Clarke note that this
is where you are “identifying the ‘story’ that each theme tells” (Pg. 92).
6) Producing the report: In this final phase, we wrote up a complete story of what the data
show, including data extracts from each theme and subtheme (see Appendix B for
completed codebook and examples). It is important that the analysis makes an argument
in relation to our research question(s) and does not just describe the data.
The themes and subthemes identified from the qualitative data were used to create master
codebooks for each of the three open-ended questions (see Appendix B). If data extracts were
coded differently by different people, then they were discussed until consensus was reached.
After all the data were coded, we calculated frequencies for the themes and subthemes.

Results

Quantitative
Frequencies indicated a range of experiences with relationships and behaviors in the
period of the pandemic when WWU students were online, before the widespread dissemination
of vaccines (March 2020-March 2021). Participants in our sample (N=288) were majority
women (66.9%), white (74.2%), and varied in sexual orientations (heterosexual (47.8%);
bisexual (25.7%); LGQ+ (24.5%)). The average age of participants was 21.24 (See Table 1 for
all demographic characteristics).
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General pandemic circumstances
During this period of the pandemic, the largest groups of participants were enrolled
online at WWU (74.9%), living in an apartment/house in Bellingham without family (43.8%),
and working in-person (49.5%). Most participants indicated that they were going out for
essential tasks (e.g., for groceries or work) either less than 2 times a week (33.7%) or 2-3 times a
week (29%) and going on social outings a few times a month or less. More than half (54%) of
students did not have their living situation change as a result of the pandemic (see Table 2 for all
pandemic circumstances data).
Sexual Behaviors
The second RQ examined the types of sexual behaviors (solo or partnered; in-person or
virtual) WWU students engaged in during this period of the pandemic. The majority of
participants engaged in solo sexual behaviors (87.4%). Of those engaging in partnered behaviors
(67.1%), about half (53%) engaged in a new sexual behavior (see Table 3).
Solo Sexual Behaviors. During this period of the pandemic, of people who were
engaging in solo sexual behavior, they most frequently engaged in masturbation and consuming
erotic material (e.g., porn, film, books; see Figure 1). Most participants masturbated 2-3 times a
week (31.9%), used sex toys almost never or never (47%), and consumed erotic material 2-3
times a week (28.2%). See Table 4 for more data on the frequencies of solo sexual behaviors.
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Figure 1. Frequency of solo sexual behaviors during this period of the pandemic
Partnered Sexual Behaviors. Of people who were engaging in partnered behaviors,
most engaged in kissing, manual sex (fingering/hand job), oral sex, and vaginal sex (88.6%,
85%, 81.4%, and 80.2% respectively; see Table 5). In terms of frequency (Figure 2 and Table 6),
kissing was the behavior that was engaged in most often with 23% reporting they engaged in
kissing multiple times a day. Only 18% of participants said they engaged in anal sex during this
period of time and most estimated only engaging in anal sex a few times a month. The most
common virtual behavior was sexting which was selected by 38.9% of participants. See Table 6
for more data on the frequencies of partnered sexual behaviors.
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Figure 2. Frequency of partnered sexual behaviors during this period of the pandemic
Behavior Frequency Before vs. During the Pandemic
This RQ explored the ways WWU students’ experiences differed before the COVID-19
pandemic as compared to during the pandemic (RQ3). Descriptive statistics for all of the
quantitative before vs. during questions are listed in Table 7. In regard to solo masturbation
habits, most participants reported masturbating more during this period of the pandemic than
before (45.1%) or the same amount during and before (36.3%). The majority of participants
reported not using sex toys by themselves before or during this period of the pandemic which
was indicated by selecting “N/A” (38%). However, of those who reported using them, more than
one-third said they used them more during this period than before it. In comparison, when asked
if they used sex toys with a partner 41% selected “N/A” and 24.7% reported using them the same
amount during and before. Most participants also reported consuming erotic material by
themselves the same amount before and during this period of the pandemic (39.8%) or
consuming more erotic material during this period than before it (37.5%; see Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Frequency of sexual behaviors during this period of the pandemic compared to before
When asked about the amount of in-person sexual activity they engaged in most,
participants selected less during this period of time than before (36.1%), more during this period
of time than before (34.9%), or the same amount (27.1%). However, the majority of participants
reported engaging in more remote/virtual sexual behaviors during this period of the pandemic
than before (39.8%).
Relationships
Of the participants that reported engaging in sexual behaviors with others during this
period of the pandemic (N=167), 63.9% said they engaged in these activities with 1 partner and
27.1% said they engaged in these activities with 2-3 partners. When asked about their
relationship status during this period of time, 41.1% reported being in a committed relationship
with 1 person. 19.9% reported being single and wanting to date, but not seeing/talking
to/hanging out with someone.
In response to the question asking when participants’ sexual and/or romantic
relationships started, 41.6% reported that their relationship(s) started before this period of the
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pandemic. About a quarter of respondents said that their relationship(s) started during this period
of the pandemic and a quarter responded with N/A. 33.7% of respondents reported having a
relationship(s) end during this period of time.
Participants reported meeting people (to date/start a relationship with) through a variety
of ways during this period of the pandemic. The two most common ways that participants
reported meeting others were over a dating app (21.5%) and through friends or acquaintances
(21.2%). If participants indicated that they met partners over a dating app(s) they were asked to
specify which ones (N=20). The majority of participants said that they used Tinder (70%)
followed by Bumble (50%). See Table 8 for all relationship data.

Qualitative
We thematically analyzed three open-ended questions in the survey.
Frequency, Desire, and Satisfaction
The first open-ended question asked participants to respond to “How do you think this
period of the pandemic affected your frequency, desire, and satisfaction with engaging in sexual
behaviors?” in whatever way they saw fit. When analyzing this question, seven main themes
emerged from the data: Frequency, Desire/Sex Drive, Circumstances of the Pandemic,
Relationships and Dating, Satisfaction, Mental Health and Feelings, and Exploration (see Table
9 for code frequencies and Appendix B for codebook). We present themes from most frequently
listed to least frequently.
The most commonly listed was Frequency, which had 6 subcategories (see Table 9). This
theme covered responses about the frequency of sexual behaviors WWU students engaged in
during this period of the pandemic (March 2020 to March 2021). The largest group of
respondents in this theme indicated that they experienced a decrease in the frequency of sexual

32
behaviors during this time (subcategory 1.2). For example, one 21-year-old woman wrote
“frequency definitely decreased, as I wasn't in any kind of long-term relationship at the start of
the pandemic, and I didn't feel like it was worth it to date anyone or seek any kind of sexual or
romantic connection while being unvaccinated”. Another 20-year-old woman said, “I think I had
less sex”. For students experiencing a decrease in frequency, a common reason that came up was
the lack of opportunity (subcategory 1.4), with one 22-year-old nonbinary individual saying, “I
lost a lot of opportunities”. Conversely, another group of participants said their frequency of
sexual behaviors increased (subcategory 1.1). Participants that experienced an increase in
frequency often mentioned having more time at home with a partner as one of the reasons. For
instance, an 18-year-old woman wrote, “the pandemic made it so that we had a lot more along
[sic] time or time at the house so we did engage in sexual behaviors more than we might have”.
Other participants experienced no change in frequency at all (subcategory 1.3).
The next most commonly listed theme was Desire/Sex drive. This theme had 4
subcategories, with the most frequent being a decrease in desire/sex drive (subcategory 2.2). One
21-year-old woman wrote “It did definitely diminish my sex drive because of the mental
struggles I was dealing with as a result of COVID”. Some participants also described an increase
in desire/sex drive with a 19-year-old woman saying, “I found that I had a stronger desire to
have sexual experiences during this time, but did not act on anything” (subtheme 2.1).
Many students also talked about their sexuality being affected by certain circumstances of
the pandemic (theme 3 in Table 9; 5 subcategories). The two most frequent circumstances that
came up were Covid protocols and fear of the virus and Isolation and hard to see people
(subcategories 3.1 and 3.2 respectively). Many students voiced having concerns about COVID19 safety. For example, a 20-year-old genderqueer/fluid individual wrote “I didn’t engage in any
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sexual activity during this time for safety reasons”. Participants also mentioned having strict
protocols in order to stay safe during this time: “My entire household took strict precautions to
reduce covid exposures” (nonbinary student, 20). Another experience that was common among
students during this period of the pandemic was isolation and not being able to see friends and/or
family. A 20-year-old woman dealt with this and shared “although I lived with my boyfriend, we
both felt isolated and alone”.
Almost half of participants mentioned topics related to Relationships and Dating. Under
this theme there were 6 subcategories. Many students talked about the nature of their
relationships throughout this period of the pandemic (subcategory 4.5). For example, a 36-yearold woman wrote “I have a fwb [friends with benefits] situation that started around the time of
the start of the pandemic and we saw each other probably once a week as long as neither of us
had been exposed to illness”, while a 21-year-old woman said “for winter quarter, my partner
moved into an apartment in Bellingham, so after that I was able to drive up and visit about every
other weekend and we resumed our physical relationship”. Additionally, participants mentioned
that it was hard to meet new people (romantically or platonically) during this time (subcategory
4.1): “the pandemic made it really hard for me to go out and meet new people” (woman, 21). A
few students also wrote about the role of dating apps with a 20-year-old nonbinary individual
saying, “I started talking to people on dating apps for the first time during the pandemic”.
Students’ Satisfaction with sexual behaviors was another theme that emerged from this
open-ended question (theme 5). This theme included 4 subcategories with about half of
participants indicating that they did not experience any change in their satisfaction with sexual
behaviors (subcategory 5.3): “Did not change satisfaction with intimacy when it occurred”
(woman, 20). Many participants also talked about their levels of satisfaction decreasing during
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the pandemic (subcategory 5.2). An 18-year-old man said, “I would say that this period of time
was definitely a period of both sexual and social frustration, as I felt that my sexual needs were
unsatisfied”. Many students also indicated that satisfaction decreased along with desire and
frequency: “Lower frequency, desire, and satisfaction” (woman, 21).
A third of respondents talked about the impact of this period of the pandemic on their
mental health and feelings (theme 6). This theme had 9 subcategories with the most common
subcategory being Other (subcategory 6.9) which encompassed a variety of responses that did
not align in the other categories, but reference themes related to mental health and feelings (see
Appendix B); “I’m mostly ashamed and embarrassed and blame the pandemic for “stealing” my
experimental college time” (woman, 21). The second most common category was Depression
(subcategory 6.2). A 23-year-old man wrote “depression had effectively derailed my sex drive
and my relationship suffered heavily”. Similarly, a 20-year-old nonbinary individual said, “this
period put me into a bout of depression”. Students also mentioned dealing with stress, anxiety,
and loneliness (subcategories 6.3-6.5): “I was so stressed and anxious from the pandemic”
(woman, 22). A few participants noted that they felt horny during this time period with a 25year-old man saying, “I was horny the whole time for sure”.
The final theme that emerged from the data was Exploration (theme 7), which had 3
subcategories. Some people talked about exploring their sexuality during this period of the
pandemic. A 20-year-old nonbinary student said, “I had more time to consider my sexual
relationships, explore my sexuality etc. because school was not as big of a time commitment". A
21-year-old woman wrote about how the pandemic made it harder to explore her sexuality by
writing, “I had recently come out as gay just a year before the pandemic, and had never been
sexual intimate because of that. The time I would have been putting myself out there and
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exploring sexual behaviors and relationships was taken over by the pandemic, so I never got to
actually go through my awkward exploration/losing my virginity phase”. Others elaborated on
trying new sexual behaviors in this open-ended question. For instance, a 20-year-old woman
said, “I found myself engaging in self pleasure more often, and my friends and I began to venture
into the world of self discovery and sex toys”. Some responses talked about new sexual behaviors
and exploring ones’ sexuality like this quote from a 20-year-old trans man that said “towards the
end of the period this survey covers, I started to question my gender and began thinking about
transitioning (and started to actually socially transition), which changed my relationship with
my body and mind, especially my mind -- I started to explore my likes and dislikes, and the roles
I wanted to play in sex, more than I had before”.
New Behaviors
Participants who indicated they had engaged in new sexual behaviors during this period
of the pandemic (N=166; 53%) had the opportunity to write in or describe these new behaviors
(see Table 10 for frequencies and Appendix B for codebook).
The most common new addition was the introduction and/or exploration of sex toys. For
example, a 20-year-old woman said, “using sex toys during sex with another person was
something new that I've never done”. Some respondents were more specific about the types of
sex toys they used such as a 21-year-old woman that stated, “my partner and I went to a sex toy
store and bought some new lube and a vibrator together”.
The next most common sexual behavior that students reported engaging in for the first
time during this period of the pandemic was BDSM. BDSM stands for bondage, domination,
sadism or submission, and masochism. Many responses talked about experimenting with
bondage. For example, one 22-year-old woman said, “The use of bondage and kinky toys
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(handcuffs, ropes, blindfolds, chockers, whips)”. Others talked about power dynamics with a 20year-old transmasculine nonbinary individual stating that they “indulged in bdsm dom/sum
dynamics more than previously” and a 21-year-old woman saying she experimented with
“different forms of power”.
Many participants also reported trying anal for the first time during this period of the
pandemic. Some examples include a 22-year-old man that said, “I tried anal sex”, a 22-year-old
woman that wrote “anal sex”, and a 19-year-old genderqueer/fluid student that stated, “anal”.
Many other themes came up including role playing, new positions, different places,
virtual behaviors, and having sex for the first time. Some examples of responses that fell in these
other categories include “we tried Role-playing different jobs and all sorts of characters to make
sex more interesting” (woman, 21), “As we were both still very new to sexual behaviors, we took
the time to try out new sex positions and discovered new ways to stimulate each other (ex:
licking/ biting ears)” (woman, 21), “different places” (woman, 22), “I had never sexted before
so that was new for me. I sent/received photos and we texted sexually exploring ddlg [daddy
dom/little girl]” (woman, 21), and “I lost my virginity. So, uh, that was...new.” (man, 22).
Relationships
For the final open-ended question, participants responded to “How do you think this
period of the pandemic affected your connections and intimacy with others (e.g., sexual/romantic
relationships and non-sexual/romantic relationships)?” in whatever way they saw fit. When
analyzing this question, eight main themes emerged from the data: Strained
relationships/connections, Strengthened relationships/connections, Mental health, Time, New
relationships, Logistics, No effect on relationships, and Lessons learned (see Table 11 for code
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frequencies and Appendix B for codebook). Again, we present themes from most frequently
listed to least frequently.
The most commonly listed theme was Strained relationships/connections, which had 5
subcategories (theme 1; see Table 11). This theme encompassed responses that talked about
having strained sexual/romantic and/or non-sexual romantic relationships during this period of
the pandemic. The majority of participants talked about this in a general sense with one 19-yearold woman writing “It definitely was hard because I was not allowed to see people so
relationships got weaker”, and another 20-year-old woman saying “It negatively affected my
connections and intimacy regarding both my sexual/romantic relationship and nonsexual/romantic relationships” (subcategory 1.1). Many participants specifically stated that their
platonic or non-sexual/romantic relationships suffered: “It strained my non-sexual/romantic
relationships (specifically my friendships), as we all had different comfort levels with seeing
each other” (woman, 21; subcategory 1.3). Students also mentioned relationships with partners
becoming strained or even losing relationships during this time (subcategory 1.2 and subcategory
1.4 respectively). A 21-year-old nonbinary individual wrote “I personally ended up fighting and
becoming very upset with my partner much more frequently than was ‘normal’”, and a 22-yearold woman said, “I had ended a 2 year relationship during this period”.
Another theme that came up frequently was Strengthened relationships/connections
(theme 2; 5 subcategories). This theme was very much in contrast of the last theme (theme 1).
Here, participants also spoke about sexual/romantic relationships and/or nonsexual/romantic
relationships, but in the context of the pandemic strengthening these connections. Most
participants mentioned experiencing closer/strengthened relationships with a partner(s)
specifically (subcategory 2.2). A 22-year-old woman said, “It did bring my partner and I closer
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together”. Interestingly some participants also talked about becoming closer to the people they
were living with at the time: “It actually increased by particular connections, as I was cooped
up in the house with friends all day long, and seeing everybody all day, every day made our
connections between us that much stronger” (man, 22; subcategory 2.4).
The next largest theme was Mental health, which had 4 subcategories (theme 3). While
not the most frequent subcategory, Social anxiety/don’t know how to act (subcategory 3.3) was
particularly salient. This subcategory included responses about struggling with social anxiety or
feeling like they did not know how to interact with others as a result of the pandemic. A 21-yearold woman wrote “I think not having the normal day to day interactions with people has affected
how people view their relationships and competency when it comes to being intimate with
another person”. Another participant said, “due to more isolation I’ve developed more social
anxiety which has affected my connections” (woman, 20).
Another frequently mentioned theme was Time (theme 4), which had 4 subcategories.
The largest subcategory was Time spent together (positive) (subcategory 4.1). This included
responses about having positive or constructive experiences spending time with others during
this period of the pandemic. A 19-year-old woman explained that “It [this period of the
pandemic] helped me appreciate time spent together more than I did in the past”. Another
student wrote “My relationships with friends and family grew deeper and more authentic
because we spent more unstructured time together” (woman, 19). In contrast, some students also
mentioned having negative experiences spending time with others (subcategory 4.2): “My
feelings towards my family members got a lot more negative because I had to spend so much
more time with them” (trans man, 20). A few people also noted that they felt like they had to be
more selective about who they spent time with or who they trusted (subcategory 4.3). For
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example, a 20-year-old transmasculine nonbinary individual wrote “it made me trust the average
person less because a large amount of people I knew did not care to keep me and my
immonucompromised [sic] loved ones safe, and lied to me about their covid distancing efforts. it
made me more selective of who i spent time with in person”.
The two least frequently mentioned themes were No effect on relationship(s) and Lessons
learned (themes 7 and 8 respectively). Some students mentioned that the pandemic did not have
any effect on their relationships: “I don’t think it really affected any of my connections” (woman,
19). Participants also talked about having new conversations or realizations as a result of the
pandemic. An 18-year-old man said, “I found that while there was much freer discussion about
sex than I had been able to find before, much of it was still unhealthy due to many many [sic]
societal and social factors”. A 20-year-old woman wrote “It made me realize my worth more. I
realized that I don't need someone else. I became more confident in standing up for myself”.
Some of the other themes that were identified in this open-ended question were similar to
themes identified in the first open-ended question (see Frequency, Desire, and Satisfaction).
Students talked about having a hard time meeting new people, moving, being isolated, spending
time online/on dating apps, and struggling with mental health. See Appendix B for more on these
other themes and subthemes.

Discussion
This study examined WWU students’ relationships, sexual behaviors, and experiences of
intimacy through quantitative (close-ended) and qualitative (open-ended) data. Our results
indicated a variety of important themes that have implications for students’ wellbeing and future
education. In addition, many qualitative responses included various topics alluding to
multifaceted effects of the pandemic.
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Sexuality During the COVID-19 Pandemic
There are several ways our data aligned with and diverged from existing literature on this
topic. In congruence with other literature on sexuality during the pandemic, the majority of
WWU students indicated that their frequency of sexual behaviors decreased (Döring, 2020;
Firkey et al., 2021; Herbenick et al., 2022). This could be related to students who moved home
with their families, those who had concerns for COVID-19 safety, those who had a hard time
meeting new people, those who experienced strained relationships, and those who struggled with
mental health. Like other studies, we found that many students reported feeling isolated and not
being able to see or meet people (Vaterlaus et al., 2021). We also found numerous students
experienced less desire to engage in sexual behaviors at all. This may have been due to stress and
loneliness resulting from the pandemic (Balzarini et al., 2021).
An important theme that emerged within our data, that likely had significant effects on
WWU students’ relationships and intimate experiences, was participants’ mental health during
this time. Similar to findings by others (Hamza et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020), we found that
students experienced social anxiety, stress, depression, loneliness, and boredom (to name a few).
In addition to potentially impacting the desire to and frequency of engaging in sexual behaviors,
this could have affected students’ satisfaction when they did engage in certain behaviors.
Another noteworthy outcome from our study was the elaboration of new sexual behaviors
during this period of the pandemic (Lehmiller et al., 2021). This included both in-person
behaviors and virtual/remote behaviors. Boredom, as mentioned in the open-ended questions,
might have played a part in this. Having more free time might have also allowed some people to
further explore their sexuality and likes/dislikes. This could be beneficial, as we transition into a
post-pandemic world, by sparking more positive conversations about sexuality and by creating
more acceptance among communities (especially on college campuses). As others have
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mentioned, people’s experience with masturbation and pornography during the pandemic could
also lead to general destigmatization (Banerjee & Rao, 2021; Döring, 2020). Our results support
this with many of participating students engaging in masturbation and consuming erotic material
more during parts of the pandemic than before it. It should be noted that these similarities tell us
that some college students’ experiences were very similar to the experiences of general adult
populations.
A lot of the data also diverged from existing literature. This makes sense given that the
majority of literature out there looks at general adult populations and we focused on the
experiences of college students (a small subpopulation). Again, it is important to highlight that
college is often a time of substantial individual growth and sexual exploration. This means that
many college students faced, and continue to face, unique challenges as a result of the pandemic.
One major difference between this study and other literature was that our participants varied in
sexual orientations, relationships status, and living situations. In contrast, relevant literature
focusing on adult populations often looked at heterosexual monogamous couples.
In order to understand the specific effects of the pandemic on WWU students’
relationships and experiences of intimacy, it is important to also look at the context of what
students’ lives looked like during this period of time (i.e., living situations, number of outings, if
they worked or not). Some studies have found that once schools closed, during the early stages of
the pandemic, many students moved home with their families or relatives (Herbenick et al.,
2022). However, our findings were contradictory to this with over half of our participants
remaining in their pre-pandemic living situations.
For some students remaining in their pre-pandemic living situation, they may have had
more space and/or opportunities to engage in sexual behaviors. This may help explain why such
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a large percentage of WWU students reported engaging in partnered sexual behaviors during this
period of time. It may also shed light on the large proportion of students who said they had more
partnered sex during the pandemic than before it. In relation to this, many students indicated that
they were either already living with a partner or moved in with a partner during this period of the
pandemic. In the open-ended question “How do you think this period of the pandemic affected
your connections and intimacy with others (e.g., sexual/romantic relationships and nonsexual/romantic relationships)?” many participants talked about having more free time to spend
with their partner(s) and that strengthening their relationship(s).
Interestingly, almost half of our sample were working in-person for at least some portion
of the pandemic. Many students were going out for essential tasks, like work, 2-3 times a week.
This could help explain why some students said they were able to maintain what felt like a “prepandemic” life. This is reflected in the number of WWU students who said that they did not
experience any change in their relationships and/or frequency, desire, and satisfaction with
sexual behaviors. However, it must also be noted that the majority of students were not going on
frequent social outings even if they were working in-person. This is likely a result of how strict
WA was about COVID-19 safety, which established a social norm of staying in within parts of
the state. Some participants expressed how difficult it was to have social gatherings in the openended questions with a 20-year-old woman writing that the pandemic “limited the places to meet
up with friends or form new relationships (ie. restaurants, coffee shops, bars)”.
Another important concept that emerged from our data was the changing nature of things
(e.g., students’ gender/sexuality, mourning for lost opportunities, adjusting to college not
meeting previous expectations). Because our study occurred after schools resumed in-person
classes, we were able to capture students’ reflections on how their lives changed during this huge
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life event. This gives us a sense of some of the issues that are most pressing for students as they
transition to a post-pandemic world.

Emerging Subgroups and Future Education
Higher education institutions (HEI’s) are not only responsible for educating students, but
also for supporting them as they transition to new phases of their lives. Therefore, it is essential
that universities understand what students were going through during the pandemic and work
towards understanding possible long-term effects. When thinking about the implications of this
research and how HEI’s, like WWU, can support students regarding their experiences with
intimacy during the COVID-19 pandemic, it is essential to focus support and education by
subpopulations of students who shared similar experiences, rather than treating college students
as a monolith. As explained by Ghosh and colleagues (2008), many HEIs are faced with the
challenge of supporting increasingly diverse student populations. They argue that by using
differentiated service strategies, such as the principle of target marketing, institutions can better
understand and cater towards their entire student population. Some of these subpopulations that
emerged within our data during this period of the pandemic included: Students who reported
having sex for the first time, those who engaged in new sexual behaviors, those who explored
their sexuality and identities, those who expressed dealing with mental health issues (including
stress, anxiety, and depression), and those who mentioned having a hard time meeting new
people during this time (including people that feel like their social skills are lacking from
prolonged isolation).
To support students that had sex for the first time, engaged in new sexual behaviors, and
explored their sexuality/identity, HEI’s might seek out ways to create inclusive and comfortable
spaces for them to share these experiences (both with each other and/or with counselors). Roper
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(2019) explains that dialog has transformative power that can help build community, address
controversy or conflict, and create shifts in people’s thoughts, actions and relationships.
Universities could also host panels or booths where students can ask questions or get information
on different sexual behaviors, safe sex practices, etc. A study by Eisenberg and colleagues
(2012) found that when asked about their priorities for making changes to college sexual health
resources, 20.5% of students identified being provided with additional sexual health information.
Students in their study also prioritized increased communication of available resources at their
HEI. One way that HEIs have encouraged healthy dialog around sexuality on campuses is by
hosting a “Sex Week” which includes programming and events that cover related topics from
sexual techniques to queer experiences and gender issues (Sandoval, 2014).
Mental health has been and continues to be a vital issue on college campuses. By
centering pandemic related mental health experiences universities can provide support that many
students might need. One way to provide this support is through group counseling. This can be
particularly beneficial for college students who are struggling with similar things, such as
depression, anxiety, stress, or relationship difficulties (Parcover et al., 2006). It should be noted
that all of these topics came up within our open-ended data. Parcover and colleagues (2006)
explain that many students are hesitant to participate in group counseling because of widely
perpetrated myths about the practice and/or fears of sharing with others. HEI’s can combat this
by educating people about the benefits of group counseling and providing detailed information
on what it entails. Sharing with others, specifically with those who are emotionally similar, can
help buffer experiences of stress (Townsend et al., 2014).
Social events, including activity/game nights and singles nights, could be set up for those
who had a hard time meeting people and experienced social anxiety. Another innovative service
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HEIs could provide is animal-assisted therapy. A study by Stewart (2014) found that this method
of therapy effectively reduced student’s anxiety and loneliness. They highlighted how the
presence of a therapy animal might give participants an opportunity to have nonthreatening
interactions with others and help them find common ground. This may be a beneficial resource
for those struggling with mental health as well as those experiencing social anxiety.
Research tells us that encouraging communication and providing readily accessible
informative resources are effective ways to help support students. In order to foster these
practices HEIs need to consider the impacts of their campus climates. In a study by Bedree and
colleagues (2019), participants explained that institutions that were open and accepting of
various gender and sexual identities made them comfortable talking about their own sexual wellbeing. Demystifying and normalizing these topics for students can help create this supportive
environment. HEIs would benefit from providing events and information that deviate from
normative messages about sexuality. This could include promoting LBGTQ+ events and
acceptance, talking about various forms of sexual pleasure, and reducing stigma around BDSM.
It is also important to consider the presence of health services of college campuses. In
order to help normalize having conversations about sexual wellbeing health centers should have
more frequent and informed services that pay attention to all sexual groups and center a more
holistic approach (Bedree et al., 2019). They should also provide internet platforms and an
abundance of reliable online resources for students who might be too shy or anxious to
physically go to the health center (Bedree et al., 2019; Eisenberg et al., 2012). In their study,
Eisenberg and colleagues (2012) found that “students felt that a fun or humorous approach made
it easier to receive sexual health information. Students generally regarded this topic as serious,
and thus appreciated a context that made it informal and enjoyable” (pg. 313). Again, this
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supports the notion that the way HEIs approach the subject of sexual wellbeing impacts how
comfortable students feel about it and how likely they might be to participate in things like group
counseling.

Strengths and Limitations
One of the biggest strengths of this study was the use of inclusive language. We designed
questions to be gender neutral and non-assuming about sexual practices (e.g., monogamy). Our
demographic section also included many options for gender identity, sexual orientation, and
racial/ethnic identity, in addition to having a “write-in” option. The aim of this was to provide an
inclusive research environment for all participants. This study was also centered around the
ongoing pandemic, which is an emerging and under researched topic in literature. The rich
qualitative data that was collected from our open-ended questions will be an informative addition
to existing literature.
It is also important to note the various limitations for this study. First, we had a relatively
small sample size (N=288) and we collected data through convenience sampling. This meant our
sample was not generalizable for all college students or all WWU students. However, we were
able to offer some incentives, which tends to promote participation from more unlikely
participant candidates. Our sample comprised majority women and white students which does
not proportionally represent the demographics of WWU. In addition, due to survey recruitment
methods, there may have been some sampling skewing with high proportions of honors students,
students in the College of the Environment, and students taking classes in the Health and Human
Development Department.
Another limitation, that is common with collecting survey data, is the use of labels to
group individuals, especially demographic labels. Using labels can oversimplify the complexity
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of people’s identities. Also combining labels into categories like “LGQ+” may not capture
specific experiences within a population.
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Appendix A
Table 1. Participant demographics (N=245)
Characteristic

N (%)

Age
18

13 (5.3)

19

34 (14.0)

20

57 (23.5)

21

60 (24.7)

22

48 (16.7)

23+

31 (12.7)

Year in School
First year

27 (11.1)

Second year

40 (16.4)

Third year

83 (34.0)

Fourth year

68 (27.9)

Fifth year or above

20 (8.2)

Graduate student

6 (2.5)

Gender Identity
Gender expansive1

10 (4.0)

Nonbinary

16 (6.5)

Woman

164 (66.9)

Man

54 (22.0)

Prefer not to state

1 (0.4)

Sexual Orientation
Heterosexual/Straight

117 (47.8)

Gay

8 (3.3)

Lesbian

14 (5.7)

Bisexual

63 (25.7)

Queer

16 (6.5)
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Table 1. (Continued)
Pansexual

15 (6.1)

Asexual

5 (2.0)

Not listed

7 (2.9)

Racial and/or Ethnic Identity
African American/Black

1 (0.4)

Asian American

12 (4.9)

East Asian

2 (0.8)

Hispanic

2 (0.8)

Indigenous American/First Nations

1 (0.4)

Latinx

1 (0.4)

Middle Eastern

2 (0.8)

Southeast Asian

2 (0.8)

Caucasian/White

181 (74.2)

Multiracial2

39 (16.0)

Prefer not to state

1 (0.4)

Current Living Situation
On-campus3

46 (18.9)

Off-campus4

187 (76.6)

Permanent residence5

7 (2.9)

Other

4 (1.6)

Note. 1Gender expansive included participants that selected agender, genderqueer/fluid, trans
man, trans woman, two spirit, and a gender not listed as their gender identification.
2
Multiracial included participants that selected more than one racial identity or wrote in a racial
identity not listed.
3
On-campus included participants that selected “Residence hall (dormitory or suites)”, “Oncampus apartment/house (alone or with roommate(s))”, and “On-campus apartment/house with
partner and/or dependents.”
4
Off-campus included participants that selected “Off-campus apartment/house (alone or with
roommate(s))” and “Off-campus apartment/house with partner and/or dependents.”
5
Permanent residence alone or with others.
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Table 2. Participants’ status during this period of the pandemic and pandemic circumstances
(N=276)
Characteristic

N (%)

Student Status
Enrolled as a WWU student (online)

206 (74.9)

Previously enrolled at WWU, but took time off

9 (3.3)

Not previously enrolled at WWU, and took time off

8 (2.9)

Enrolled at another college institution

20 (7.3)

Had not started college, was in/had graduated high school

32 (11.6)

Living Situation
Residence hall in Bellingham

23 (8.3)

Residence hall outside of Bellingham

2 (0.7)

Apartment/house in Bellingham without parents/family

121 (43.8)

Apartment/house in Bellingham with parents/family

14 (5.1)

Apartment/house outside of Bellingham without parents/family

16 (5.8)

Apartment/house outside of Bellingham with parents/family

91 (33.0)

Another situation

9 (3.3)

People Lived With
Alone

28 (10.2)

With roommate(s)

129 (47.0)

With partner(s)

45 (16.4)

With dependent(s)
With family
Other

2 (0.7)
131 (47.6)
2 (0.7)

Changed Living Situation1
Yes

127 (46.0)

No

149 (54.0)

Job Status
Yes, in-person only
Yes, remote only

136 (49.5)
16 (5.8)
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Table 2. (Continued)
Yes, both in-person and remote

17 (6.2)

No, was laid off

20 (7.3)

No, didn’t have a job

86 (31.3)

Frequency of Social Outings2
Very often (multiple times a day)

2 (0.7)

Pretty often (5+ days a week)

8 (2.9)

Often (2-3 times a week)

26 (9.5)

Sometimes (less than 2 times a week)

63 (22.9)

Rarely (a few times a month)

89 (32.4)

Almost never or Never

87 (31.6)

Frequency of Essential Outings3
Very often (multiple times a day)

16 (5.8)

Pretty often (5+ days a week)

51 (18.5)

Often (2-3 times a week)

80 (29.0)

Sometimes (less than 2 times a week)

93 (33.7)

Rarely (a few times a month)

34 (12.3)

Almost never or Never

2 (0.7)

Note. 1This question asked, “Did your living situation change as a result of the pandemic (e.g.,
did you move somewhere else or live with people you had not previously been living with before
the pandemic?”
2
Social outings were defined as going to bars, restaurants, gathering with friends, and/or parties.
3
Essential outings were defined as going out for essential tasks such as groceries or work.
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Table 3. Sexual behaviors during this period of the pandemic (solo and partnered)
Category

N (%)

Solo Sexual Behaviors1 (n=253)
Yes

221 (87.4)

No

32 (12.6)

Partnered Sexual Behaviors2 (n=248)
Yes

167 (67.1)

No

82 (32.9)

New Sexual Behaviors with others3 (n=166)
Yes

88 (53.0)

No

52 (31.3)

I don’t know

22 (13.3)

N/A

4 (2.4)

Note. 1Solo sexual behaviors included masturbation, sex toy usage, and/or pornography
consumption.
2
Partnered sexual behaviors included in-person behaviors and remote behaviors like sexting,
phone sex etc.
3
New sexual behaviors was defined as trying new fantasies/expanding sexual interests.
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Table 4. Frequencies of solo sexual behaviors during this period of the pandemic.
1
2
Behavior

3

4

5

6

Very often
(multiple times a
day)

Pretty often
(5+ days a
week)

Often
(2-3 times a
week)

Sometimes
(less than 2
times a week)

Rarely (a few
times a month)

Almost never
or never

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

12 (5.6)

57 (26.4)

69 (31.9)

52 (24.1)

25 (11.6)

1 (0.5)

4 (1.9)

19 (8.8)

23 (10.7)

32 (14.9)

36 (16.7)

101 (47.0)

5 (2.3)

35 (16.2)

61 (28.2)

34 (15.7)

49 (22.7)

32 (14.8)

Masturbation (stimulating your body
for sexual pleasure whether or not
you had an orgasm)
N=216
Sex toy usage (e.g., vibrators, dildos)
N=215
Erotic material consumption (e.g.,
watch pornography/erotic films, read
erotic literature (i.e., fan fic, books))
N=216
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Table 5. Types of sexual behaviors engaged in with others during this period of the pandemic
(N=167).
Behavior

N (%)

Virtual
Sexting1

112 (67.1)

Phone sex2

23 (13.8)

Visual virtual contact3

40 (23.9)

In-person
Kissing

148 (88.6)

Manual sex4

142 (85.0)

Oral sex

136 (81.4)

Vaginal sex

134 (80.2)

Anal sex

30 (18.0)

Note. 1Sexting was defined as sending texts, photos, or pre-recorded videos.
2
Phone sex was defined as audio only.
3
Visual virtual contact was defined as being over Zoom, Facetime, Snapchat, or video.
4
Manual sex was defined as fingering or hand jobs.
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Table 6. Frequencies of partnered sexual behaviors during this period of the pandemic (of people who indicated they had engaged in the
behavior).
Behavior
1
2
3
4
5

6

Very often
(multiple times a
day)

Pretty often
(5+ days a
week)

Often
(2-3 times a
week)

Sometimes
(less than 2
times a week)

Rarely (a few
times a month)

Almost never
or never

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

2 (1.2)

3 (1.8)

13 (7.8)

28 (16.9)

33 (19.9)

87 (52.4)

2 (1.8)

14 (12.5)

23 (20.5)

36 (32.1)

35 (31.3)

2 (1.8)

1 (4.3)

1 (4.3)

4 (17.4)

6 (26.1)

10 (43.5)

1 (4.3)

N/A

2 (5.0)

13 (32.5)

7 (17.5)

16 (40.0)

2 (5.0)

34 (23.0)

26 (17.6)

31 (20.9)

28 (18.9)

22 (14.9)

7 (4.7)

Sex toy usage (e.g., vibrators, dildos)
both virtual and in-person
N=166
Sexting (text, photos, pre-recorded
videos)
N=112
Phone sex (audio only)
N=23
Live visual virtual contact (e.g., over
zoom, Facetime, snapchat, video)
N=40
Kissing
N=148
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Manual sex (i.e., fingering, hand job)
N=142

3 (2.1)

9 (6.3)

45 (31.7)

36 (25.4)

43 (30.3)

6 (4.2)

1 (0.7)

7 (5.1)

35 (25.7)

37 (27.2)

45 (33.1)

11 (8.1)

2 (1.5)

14 (10.4)

43 (32.1)

29 (21.6)

40 (29.9)

6 (4.5)

N/A

1 (3.3)

N/A

2 (6.7)

16 (53.3)

11 (36.7)

Oral sex
N=136
Vaginal sex
N=134
Anal sex
N=30
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Table 7. Sexual behavior habits before versus during this period of the pandemic
Behavior

Engaged more
during the
pandemic than
before

Engaged less
during the
pandemic than
before

Engaged the same
amount during the
pandemic as
before

N/A

Engaged for the
first time during
the pandemic

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

97 (45.1)

27 (12.6)

78 (36.3)

3 (1.4)

10 (4.7)

51 (23.6)

13 (6.0)

41 (19.0)

82 (38.0)

29 (13.4)

81 (37.5)

17 (7.9)

86 (39.8)

25 (11.6)

7 (3.2)

23 (13.9)

14 (8.4)

41 (24.7)

68 (41.0)

20 (12.0)

Solo Behaviors
Masturbation habits
N=215
Sex toy usage
N=216
Erotic material consumption
N=216

Partnered Behaviors
Sex toy usage
N=166
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In-person sexual activity
N=166

58 (34.9)

60 (36.1)

45 (27.1)

3 (1.8)

*

66 (39.8)

29 (17.5)

31 (18.7)

40 (24.1)

*

Remote/virtual sexual activity
N=166

*The survey question did not have an option for engaging in the given behavior for the first time.
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Table 8. Participants’ relationships during this period of the pandemic (N=246)
Characteristic

N (%)

Number of Partners (N=166)
1

106 (63.9)

2-3

45 (27.1)

4-6

13 (7.8)

7+

2 (1.2)

Relationship Status
Single and not wanting to date

32 (13.0)

Single and wanting to date, but not seeing anyone

49 (19.9)

Single, but casually seeing someone

27 (11.0)

Single, but casually seeing more than 1 person

15 (6.1)

In a committed relationship with 1 person

101 (41.1)

In a/multiple relationship(s) that were open or polyamorous

8 (3.3)

Other

14 (5.7)

When Relationship(s) Started
Before this period of the pandemic

102 (41.6)

During this period of the pandemic

57 (23.3)

Both before and during1

29 (11.8)

N/A

57 (23.3)

Did Relationship(s) End
Yes (relationship that started before pandemic)

41 (16.7)

Yes (relationship that started during the pandemic)

42 (17.1)

No

113 (45.9)

N/A

50 (20.3)

Met People
Dating App

62 (25.2)

Through social media

28 (11.4)

Through friends/acquaintances

61 (24.8)

In a class or extracurricular activity

33 (13.4)

At a job

22 (8.9)
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Table 8. (Continued)
N/A

18 (7.3)

Other

94 (38.2)

Note. 1If multiple relationships/partners, or if “on again/off again”.
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Table 9. Theme frequencies of responses to “How do you think this period of the pandemic
affected your frequency, desire, and satisfaction with engaging in sexual behaviors?” (N=244).
Code

N

%

1 Frequency

201

82.4

1.1 Increased frequency

34

1.2 Decreased frequency

53

1.3 No change

40

1.4 Lack of opportunity

17

1.5 No sexual activity

25

1.6 Other

32

2 Desire/sex drive

143

2.1 Increased desire/sex drive

42

2.2 Decreased desire/sex drive

50

2.3 No change

38

2.4 Other

13

3 Circumstances of the pandemic

115

3.1 Covid protocols and fear of the virus

36

3.2 Isolation and hard to see people

36

3.3 Time

21

3.4 Moved

10

3.5 School and work

12

4 Relationships and dating

105

4.1 Hard to meet people

17

4.2 Mentioned dating app(s)

6

4.3 Broke up with partner

5

4.4 Living with partner

12

4.5 Nature of relationship(s)

58

4.6 Other

7

5 Satisfaction

88

5.1 Increased satisfaction

17

58.6

47.1

43.0

36.1
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Table 9. (Continued)
5.2 Decreased satisfaction

26

5.3 No change

42

5.4 Other

3

6 Mental health and feelings

74

6.1 General mental health

7

6.2 Depression

12

6.3 Stress

9

6.4 Anxiety

6

6.5 Loneliness

11

6.6 Boredom

6

6.7 Frustration

5

6.8 Horny

4

6.9 Other

14

7 Exploration

24

7.1 New sexual behavior(s)

6

7.2 Explored sexuality

13

7.3 Other

5

30.3

9.8

69
Table 10. Theme frequencies of responses to “[You indicated that you engaged in new sexual

behaviors or experiences (tried new fantasies/expanded your sexual interests) during this period
of the pandemic.] What new sexual behaviors or experiences did you engage in during this
period of the pandemic?” (N=76).
Code

N

%

Sex toys

20

26.3

BDSM

19

25.0

Other

13

17.1

Anal sex

12

15.8

Having sex for the first time

12

15.8

Role playing

9

11.8

New acts1

8

10.5

Virtual

8

10.5

New partner(s)

6

7.9

New positions

6

7.9

New locations

5

6.6

Preferences2

5

6.6

Note. 1New acts encompassed responses that talked about engaging in particular sexual
behaviors for the first time that did not fall into any of the other categories (these responses did
not indicate that the participant had sex for the first time, only that they expanded the types
behaviors they engaged in).
2
Preferences included responses that talked about exploring one’s sexuality or specifically
mentioned exploring preferences and/or likings.

70
Table 11. Theme frequencies of responses to “How do you think this period of the pandemic
affected your connections and intimacy with others (e.g., sexual romantic relationships and nonsexual/romantic relationships)?” (N=247).
Code

N

%

1 Strained relationships/connections

126

51.0

1.1 Strained relationships/connections in general

51

1.2 Partner(s)

18

1.3 Platonic relationships

35

1.4 Lost relationship(s)

14

1.5 Other

8

2 Strengthened relationships/connections

88

2.1 Strengthened relationships/connections in general

12

2.2 Partner(s)

31

2.3 Platonic relationships

26

2.4 Roommates

11

2.5 Other

8

3 Mental health

81

3.1 General mental health

7

3.2 Isolated/distant/hard to see people

53

3.3 Social anxiety/don’t know how to act

11

3.4 Other

10

4 Time

57

4.1 Time spent together (positive)

22

4.2 Time spent together (Negative)

11

4.3 Selectiveness/Trust

9

4.4 Time online/dating apps

15

5 New relationships

44

5.1 Started new one(s)

14

5.2 Hard to meet new people/make connections

30

6 Logistics

33

6.1 Long-distance

10

35.6

32.8

23.1

17.8

13.4
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Table 11. (Continued)
6.2 Moved

9

6.3 Living situation

14

7 No effect on relationships

15

6.1

8 Lessons learned

13

5.3
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Appendix B
Q26: How do you think this period of the pandemic affected your frequency, desire, and satisfaction with engaging in sexual behaviors?
Major Themes:
1. FREQUENCY

2. DESIRE/SEX DRIVE

3. CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE
PANDEMIC

5. SATISFACTION

6. MENTAL HEALTH AND
FEELINGS

7. EXPLORATION

Category

•

FREQUENCY

4. RELATIONSHIPS AND
DATING

Description (operational
definition)

Response Examples

The frequency of sexual behaviors
during this period of the pandemic

One from each subcategory
• Sex became more frequent do too spending more time at home together.
• Frequency definitely decreased, as I wasn't in any kind of long-term
relationship at the start of the pandemic, and I didn't feel like it was worth it to
date anyone or seek any kind of sexual or romantic connection while being
unvaccinated.
• It stayed consistent, my partner was in my bubble during the height of the
pandemic so we were unaffected.
• Created barriers that made it difficult to engage in these behaviors
• i didn’t engage in any sexual activity during this time for safety reasons
• It affected my mental health, so I wasn’t really wanting anything sexual

Includes subcategories 1.1-1.6:
1.1 Increased frequency
1.2 Decreased frequency
1.3 No change
1.4 Lack of opportunity
1.5 No sexual activity
1.6 Other
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1.1
Increased frequency

This subcategory encompasses
responses about experiencing an
increase in the frequency of sexual
behaviors, either solo behaviors or
with a partner(s), during this
period of the pandemic (in-person
or virtual/remote).

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

1.2
Decreased frequency

This subcategory encompasses
responses about experiencing a
decrease in the frequency of sexual
behaviors, either solo behaviors or
with a partner(s), during this
period of the pandemic (in-person
or virtual/remote).

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Sex became more frequent do too spending more time at home together.
I think my frequency and desire with engaging in sexual behaviors increased
If anything I was home a lot more because of online classes, which increased
the frequency of intercourse for us
I guess it gave me more time to think/do more sexual things
The pandemic made it so that we had a lot more along time or time at the
house so we did engage in sexual behaviors more than we might have
I believe I engaged in solo acts more frequently since I was alone for longer
periods of time
I found myself engaging in self pleasure more often
engaged with porn and online sexual interactions with partners much more
frequently
I began to engage with sexual content online (not saying "porn" because I think
that implies mainstream Pornhub type stuff, which I've never enjoyed) more
than I had before.
Decreased my frequency and desire, particularly with sexual behaviors that
involved a partner
I would say that it decreased my engagement in sexual behaviors
I had to move back home with parents during this time. Due to this I rarely
engaged in sexual behaviors.
Frequency definitely decreased, as I wasn't in any kind of long-term
relationship at the start of the pandemic, and I didn't feel like it was worth it to
date anyone or seek any kind of sexual or romantic connection while being
unvaccinated.
Though, it did decrease the frequency in which I got to engage in sexual
behaviors.
I think I had less sex
It decreased my frequency significantly
It definitely decreased/prohibited engaging in sexual behaviors with other
partners
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1.3
No change

This subcategory includes
responses about not having
experienced any change regarding
sexual behaviors either solo
behaviors or with a partner(s),
during this period of the pandemic
(in-person or virtual/remote). This
includes not being sexually active
before or during the pandemic.

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
1.4
Lack of opportunity

This subcategory includes
responses that mentioned having a
lack of opportunity to engage in
sexual behaviors and not being
able to meet new people to engage
in these behaviors with

•
•
•
•

•
•
1.5
No sexual activity

This subcategory includes
responses about not engaging in
sexual activity due to the
circumstances of the pandemic.

•
•
•
•

*does not include being sexually
active before and during the
pandemic

•

I was already in a relationship at the beginning of the pandemic, and started
living with them due to the pandemic. So I would say there wasn’t much of a
change in my sexual behaviors
I wasn't really affected. Never before did I think about engaging in sexual
behaviors.
It stayed consistent, my partner was in my bubble during the height of the
pandemic so we were unaffected.
I don’t think it really changed it since my life didn’t really change
It did not have any impact. I had a boyfriend at the time and frequency did not
change.
this period of the pandemic didn’t affect the frequency, satisfaction, or
engagement of my sexual behavior because i wasn’t sexually active before the
pandemic hit
no change
Created barriers that made it difficult to engage in these behaviors
had no way to interact with people for those sexual type behaviors
I lost a lot of opportunities.
I wasn't able to see anybody due to the risk of exposure. I was isolated. I
became less interested in others. I didn't have the opportunity to, therefore I
didn't have the desire.
I found that it’s been harder to meet people which has affected frequency and
desire to have sex
I think it was harder to meet people and engage in any sexual activities
i didn’t engage in any sexual activity during this time for safety reasons
Drastically… I was celibate for a major chunk of this time period
I think this pandemic caused me to have a lack of sexual engagement
I found that I had a stronger desire to have sexual experiences during this time,
but did not act on anything.
My sex life was non existent because I didn’t want to get sick
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1.6
Other

•

DESIRE/SEX DRIVE

This subcategory includes
responses that do not align in the
previous categories, but reference
the frequency of sexual behaviors

•

The desire to engage in sexual
behaviors or intimacy during this
period of the pandemic. This
includes sex drive and libido

•

Includes subcategories 2.1-2.4:
2.1 Increased desire/sex drive
2.2 Decreased desire/sex drive
2.3 No change
2.4 Other
2.1
Increased desire/sex drive

This subcategory includes
responses about increased desire
for sexual behaviors, intimacy, or
physical contact/touch

•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I don’t do well with online and I was constantly stressed, which led me to not
want to engage in intimacy often
At the time I was with my partner, and we were very sexually actively.
So when there was an opportunity for sexual behaviors, I was much more
likely to participate and much more likely to engage.

Increased desire to engage in sexual behaviors due to loneliness and need for
comfort.
It decreased my want and desire to engage in sexual behaviors
did not influence my desire or satisfaction during intimacy.
I found that it’s been harder to meet people which has affected frequency and
desire to have sex.

Increased desire due to isolation and boredom
I felt very lonely, which made my drive for any kind of sexual contact
stronger.
I had a higher sex drive and more curiosity to different positions or
conversations I could have with my partner
I found that I had a stronger desire to have sexual experiences during this time
i definitely was craving sexual intimacy more
Increased desire to engage in sexual behaviors due to loneliness and need for
comfort.
Sexual desire increased, mostly likely because i was locked up but also
because i turned 18 and was able to join dating apps
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2.2
Decreased desire/sex drive

This subcategory includes
responses about decreased desire
for sexual behaviors, intimacy, or
human connection

•

I think it increased my desire for human contact specifically cuddling and
being with my romantic partner at the time

•

•

It did definitely diminish my sex drive because of the mental struggles I was
dealing with as a result of COVID
I became very depressed and my sex drive was incredibly low
It decreased my want and desire to engage in sexual behaviors
I was so stressed and anxious from the pandemic I lost my the drive to really
engage in sexual intimacy at times
Desire was lowered, because I was busy with online classes and work
I think that my sexual desire decreased because I was with my long-term
partner so much.
The pandemic has left me kind of blocking out any desires because I’ve started
becoming self conscious
made me less interested in sex

•
•
•
•
•
•

2.3
No change

This subcategory includes
responses about not having
experienced any change regarding
desire for sexual behaviors,
intimacy, or human connection.

•
•
•
•

did not influence my desire or satisfaction during intimacy.
No I don’t think it affected the frequency, desire, and satisfaction
I don’t think it really changed it since my life didn’t really change
It did not affect anything at all.

2.4
Other

This subcategory includes
responses that do not align in the
previous categories, but reference
desire/sex drive/libido

•

•

I found that it’s been harder to meet people which has affected frequency and
desire to have sex.
I definitely wanted to get out more and I was frequently searching
I think the desire for sexual activity was there, but because of the pandemic it
was impossible to go out and meet people
I felt like I wanted to have sex to pass the time

•
•

I wasn't able to see anybody due to the risk of exposure.
yes, i began to use sex as a coping mechanism to deal with isolation

•

CIRCUMSTANCES
OF THE PANDEMIC

Circumstances of the pandemic:
fear related to spreading the virus,

•
•
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being isolated, having to move,
etc. Talking about what life was
like during this period of the
pandemic

•
•
•

Includes subcategories 3.1-3.5:
3.1 Covid protocols and fear of
the virus
3.2 Isolation and hard to see
people
3.3 Time
3.4 Moved
3.5 School and work
3.1
Covid protocols and fear of
the virus

3.2
Isolation and hard to see
people

This subcategory includes
responses mentioning having strict
Covid precautions or being afraid
to spread the virus to others

This subcategory includes
responses about isolation/being
alone as a result of the pandemic
and/or responses about not being
able to see people as a result of the
pandemic (e.g., not being able to
see friends or partners)

•

The pandemic made it so that we had a lot more along time or time at the
house
I had to move back home with parents during this time
Desire was lowered, because I was busy with online classes and work. I don’t
do well with online and I was constantly stressed, which led me to not want to
engage in intimacy often.

•
•
•

I had no opportunities or desire to engage in sexual behavior due to isolation
and the fear of exposing my family to COVID
I didn't want to contract the virus and spread it to others.
My entire household took strict precautions to reduce covid exposures,
I felt that my sexual needs were unsatisfied with no real way for me to find
ways to satisfy them without exposing myself or others to COVID
I wasn't able to see anybody due to the risk of exposure.
i didn’t engage in any sexual activity during this time for safety reasons
my household had strict covid protocols

•
•
•
•
•
•

increased desire due to isolation and boredom
yes, i began to use sex as a coping mechanism to deal with isolation
Although I lived with my boyfriend, we both felt isolated and alone
I wasn't able to see anybody due to the risk of exposure
I did get lonely and horny without seeing people really.
people rarely came over

•
•
•
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3.3
Time

This subcategory includes
responses mentioning having more
time during this period of the
pandemic (to think about sex, to
spend with a partner etc.)

•
•
•
•

3.4
Moved

This subcategory includes
responses that mention moving as
a result of the pandemic

•
•
•
•

3.5
School and work

This subcategory includes
responses that mention school
(e.g., online classes) and/or work
during this period of the pandemic

•
•
•
•
•

•

RELATIONSHIPS
AND DATING

Mental health, feelings and
emotions related to circumstances
of the pandemic

•

I guess it gave me more time to think/do more sexual things.
I believe I engaged in solo acts more frequently since I was alone for longer
periods of time
The pandemic made it so that we had a lot more along time or time at the
house
I felt like I wanted to have sex to pass the time
I had to move back home with parents during this time
I had to move back in with my parents during the first six months of the
pandemic
The pandemic made me desperate to get out of my parents’ house at any cost.
caused my partner and I to return to our respective family homes, in different
states
I had more time to consider my sexual relationships, explore my sexuality etc.
because school was not as big of a time commitment
I don't think the pandemic impacted our sex life negatively, if anything I was
home a lot more because of online classes, which increased the frequency of
intercourse for us
I worked in healthcare so I worked, ate, and slept. I lost my sex drive
completely at times.
Desire was lowered, because I was busy with online classes and work. I don’t
do well with online and I was constantly stressed, which led me to not want to
engage in intimacy often.
Although I lived with my boyfriend, we both felt isolated and alone. He
worked in person while I did online school and worked about twice a week in
person
the pandemic made it really hard for me to go out and meet new people.
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Includes subcategories 4.1-4.6:
4.1 Hard to meet people
4.2 Mentioned dating app(s)
4.3 Broke up with partner
4.4 Living with partner
4.5 Nature of relationship(s)
4.6 Other

•
•
•
•
•

I typically don't enjoy meeting people online or through dating apps. I felt that
if I wanted to continue pursuing potential relationships or sexual experiences
that I had to resort to this.
I had long term relationship break up in July of 2020. The pandemic definitely
exacerbated pre-exisiting connections, as we were already long distance
I was already in a relationship at the beginning of the pandemic, and started
living with them due to the pandemic.
I met my girlfriend online during quarantine so after meeting in person for the
first time a couple months later we had sex multiple times after not having sex
for months
It made it more easily assessable although it felt like the romance had
dissipated because it was so readily available

4.1
Hard to meet people

This subcategory includes
responses about having a hard time
meeting new people or forming
new relationships as a result of the
pandemic (is not limited to only
meeting people for
romantic/sexual relationships)

•
•
•
•

the pandemic made it really hard for me to go out and meet new people.
Unable to meet new people as my household had strict covid protocols
would not meet new people due to staying at home.
My entire household took strict precautions to reduce covid exposures, so I met
very few people during this period and did not really develop relationships of
any kind outside of my household.

4.2
Mentioned dating app(s)

This subcategory includes
responses that mention dating
apps(s) in relation to the
circumstance of the pandemic

•
•

starting using tinder because i was bored and needed something to do
I typically don't enjoy meeting people online or through dating apps. I felt that
if I wanted to continue pursuing potential relationships or sexual experiences
that I had to resort to this.
I started talking to people on dating apps for the first time during the pandemic.
i turned 18 and was able to join dating apps like tinder that made me think
more about how i’d want to be more sexually active at some point.

•
•

4.3
Broke up with partner

This subcategory includes
responses about breaking up with a

•

During the pandemic, I had a boyfriend that I broke up with because as time
went on without seeing him I realized I did not like him anymore
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4.4
Living with partner

partner or partners during this
period of the pandemic (includes
ending a relationship and starting
another one)

•

This subcategory includes
responses about living with a
partner(s) during this period of the
pandemic

•

•

•
•
•

4.5
Nature of relationship(s)

This subcategory includes
responses about the nature of one’s
relationship(s) (i.e., if they were in
a relationship, if it was longdistanced, if their relationship was
strained etc.)

•
•
•
•
•

4.6
Other

This subcategory includes
responses that do not align in the
previous categories, but reference
themes related to relationships and
dating

•
•

I had long term relationship break up in July of 2020. The pandemic definitely
exacerbated pre-exisiting connections, as we were already long distance
I just graduated high school and was coming in as a freshman to WWU and
had a long term long distance partner through 2020, and then a partner in my
dorms in January of 2021
I was already in a relationship at the beginning of the pandemic, and started
living with them due to the pandemic.
Sex became more frequent do too spending more time at home together.
My husband and I were engaged during some of this period and married for the
rest (got engaged in 2019 and married in summer if 2020). We are in a
monogamous relationship, and we live together.
It was definitely difficult. I lived with my boyfriend, and it caused us to break
up and caused a lot of hardships because of closures of most activities, making
it hard to go out and spend time together.
I was already in a relationship at the beginning of the pandemic, and started
living with them due to the pandemic.
It stayed consistent, my partner was in my bubble during the height of the
pandemic so we were unaffected.
I already had a stable partner so I could limit who I was in contact with
I met my girlfriend online during quarantine so after meeting in person for the
first time a couple months later we had sex multiple times after not having sex
for months
I have a fwb situation that started around the time of the start of the pandemic
and we saw each other probably once a week as long as neither of us had been
exposed to illness.
It made it more easily assessable although it felt like the romance had
dissipated because it was so readily available
I didn't feel like it was worth it to date anyone or seek any kind of sexual or
romantic connection while being unvaccinated.
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•

SATISFACTION

5.1
Increased satisfaction

•

It killed my social skills and I just stay at home

Satisfaction with engaging in
sexual behaviors or intimate
experiences during this period of
the pandemic

•

Includes subcategories 5.1-5.4:
5.1 Increased satisfaction
5.2 Decreased satisfaction
5.3 No change
5.4 Other

•

Over all this time we have continued to improve the way we interact sexually,
spending the time to figure out what is pleasurable to each of us. This led to
increased satisfaction with our sexual behaviors.
I felt that my sexual needs were unsatisfied with no real way for me to find
ways to satisfy them without exposing myself or others to COVID
I did not experience a change in the satisfaction if my experiences having
intercourse with him.
It fluctuated depending on my mental state.

This subcategory includes
responses about increased
satisfaction with sexual behaviors
and experiences of intimacy

•

•

•

•
•
•

5.2
Decreased satisfaction

This subcategory includes
responses about decreased
satisfaction with sexual behaviors
and experiences of intimacy
(includes decreased satisfaction
with their situation)

•
•
•
•
•
•

My satisfaction was higher because the lack of social interaction was hard and
sexual behaviors helped with that.
satisfaction I would say increased
Over all this time we have continued to improve the way we interact sexually,
spending the time to figure out what is pleasurable to each of us. This led to
increased satisfaction with our sexual behaviors.
I believe that it increased my desire to and satisfaction of engaging in sexual
behaviors
I felt that my sexual needs were unsatisfied with no real way for me to find
ways to satisfy them without exposing myself or others to COVID
Slightly decreased satisfaction with engaging in sexual behaviors due to
inability to find comfort from other sources.
Lower frequency, desire, and satisfaction
Negatively impacted all of the above. Less desire, frequency, and satisfaction.
Also intimacy, I felt a huge loss in intimacy. Even among friends, you can’t
hug each other, hold hands, etc. so there was no satisfaction with any of that.
I was glad to at least be able to socialize with my roommates (who were my
friends), although I was at times unsatisfied with my situation.
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5.3
No change

5.4
Other

•

MENTAL HEALTH
AND FEELINGS

This subcategory includes
responses about not having
experienced any change regarding
satisfaction with sexual behaviors
and experiences of intimacy

•
•

This subcategory includes
responses that do not align in the
previous categories, but reference
satisfaction

•
•

It fluctuated depending on my mental state.
My satisfaction with sex/self-pleasure did not change much except the fact that
I had a partner

Mental health, feelings and
emotions related to circumstances
of the pandemic

•
•
•
•

It affected my mental health, so I wasn’t really wanting anything sexual.
We are experiencing a lot of stress, depression, and disconnection
I think there was a lot more stress and that negatively impacted a lot of things
Both my partner and I (cis hetero couple), had increased level of anxiety which
lower our sex drive significantly.
I think this time was a hard time for all of us and with that many are stuck at
home feeling lonely
starting using tinder because i was bored and needed something to do.
This resulted in a decline in my intimacy with my partner and sometimes led to
frustration.
I felt lonely and horny because i was locked away in my house
I’m mostly ashamed and embarrassed and blame the pandemic for “stealing”
my experimental college time

Includes subcategories 6.1-6.9:
6.1 General mental health
6.2 Depression
6.3 Stress
6.4 Anxiety
6.5 Loneliness
6.6 Boredom
6.7 Frustration
6.8 Horny
6.9 Other
6.1
General mental health

This subcategory includes
responses about the impact of the

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•

my satisfaction stayed about the same probably.
I did not experience a change in the satisfaction if my experiences having
intercourse with him.
Did not change satisfaction with intimacy when it occurred
this period of the pandemic didn’t affect the frequency, satisfaction, or
engagement of my sexual behavior

It affected my mental health, so I wasn’t really wanting anything sexual.
mental struggles I was dealing with as a result of COVID
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6.2
Depression

pandemic on mental health in
general

•
•

Negatively affected due to mental health
my sex drive did decrease due to my mental health

This subcategory includes
responses about depression during
this period of the pandemic

•
•

I became very depressed
Depression had effectively derailed my sex drive and my relationship suffered
heavily
We are experiencing a lot of stress, depression, and disconnection
sex drive definitely started to decline as I became more depressed
overall I was extremely lonely and depressed

•
•
•
6.3
Stress

This subcategory includes
responses about stress during this
period of the pandemic

•
•
•
•

6.4
Anxiety

This subcategory includes
responses about anxiety during this
period of the pandemic

•
•
•

6.5
Loneliness

This subcategory includes
responses about loneliness during
this period of the pandemic

•
•
•
•

I think there was a lot more stress and that negatively impacted a lot of things
I was so stressed and anxious from the pandemic I lost my the drive to really
engage in sexual intimacy at times
I don’t do well with online and I was constantly stressed
all I was left with was the workload of school and the stress of managing a job
I was so stressed and anxious from the pandemic I lost my the [sic] drive to
really engage in sexual intimacy at times.
Both my partner and I (cis hetero couple), had increased level of anxiety which
lower our sex drive significantly.
It made things very difficult because there was a lot of anxiety about going out
and possibly getting covid
I felt very lonely, which made my drive for any kind of sexual contact
stronger.
It made for a quite lonely period especially because it was my senior year in
high school.
overall I was extremely lonely and depressed
Increased desire to engage in sexual behaviors due to loneliness and need for
comfort.
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•

I think this time was a hard time for all of us and with that many are stuck at
home feeling lonely

6.6
Boredom

This subcategory includes
responses about boredom during
this period of the pandemic

•
•
•

increased desire due to isolation and boredom
starting using tinder because i was bored and needed something to do.
increased them since I was bored and antsy

6.7
Frustration

This subcategory includes
responses about frustration during
this period of the pandemic

•

This resulted in a decline in my intimacy with my partner and sometimes led to
frustration.
I would say that this period of time was definitely a period of both sexual and
social frustration
Everything lowered. I was very depressed and frustrated.

•
•

6.8
Horny

This subcategory includes
responses about being horny
during this period of the pandemic

•
•
•
•

6.9
Other

•

EXPLORATION

This subcategory includes
responses that do not align in the
previous categories, but reference
themes related to mental health
and feelings

•

New additions (trying new inperson sexual behaviors, engaging
with different modes of virtual
intimacy, etc.) and exploring one’s
sexuality

•

•

•

I felt lonely and horny because i was locked away in my house
It made me more horny
i was horny the whole time for sure, everyone was a good citizen so no sexy
times during covid
I did get lonely and horny without seeing people really.
Being both physically and emotionally exhausted from all of the events
occurring during and still now makes it difficult to have the space to be
intimate with my partner.
I’m mostly ashamed and embarrassed and blame the pandemic for “stealing”
my experimental college time
I think that it made me more open to engaging in sexual behaviors that I had
previously not done.
I had more time to consider my sexual relationships, explore my sexuality etc.
because school was not as big of a time commitment
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•

I talked about desire and sex more over these platforms than I had ever really
done in the past.

This subcategory includes
responses about trying new sexual
behaviors (in-person or
virtual/remote) during this period
of the pandemic. It also includes
further exploring certain sexual
behaviors or wanting to, but not
being able to because of the
pandemic.

•
•

my friends and I began to venture into the world of self discovery and sex toys.
I started to explore my likes and dislikes, and the roles I wanted to play in sex,
more than I had before.
I think that it made me more open to engaging in sexual behaviors that I had
previously not done.
Over all this time we have continued to improve the way we interact sexually,
spending the time to figure out what is pleasurable to each of us.
The time I would have been putting myself out there and exploring sexual
behaviors and relationships was taken over by the pandemic, so I never got to
actually go through my awkward exploration/losing my virginity phase

This subcategory includes
responses about exploring or
questioning one’s sexuality or
views of sex

•

Includes subcategories 7.1-7.3:
7.1 New sexual behavior(s)
7.2 Explored sexuality
7.3 Other

7.1
New sexual behavior(s)

7.2
Explored sexuality

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Towards the end of the period this survey covers, I started to question my
gender and began thinking about transitioning
I had more time to consider my sexual relationships, explore my sexuality etc.
because school was not as big of a time commitment
during this time is when I realized that I was not straight and I wanted to
explore that more with potential partners
I was able to take the time to reflect and learn that I am asexual and not
interested in any kind of sexual behaviors.
I started reassessing how I viewed sex and honestly I found that I don't value it
that much at all.
I had a desire to explore my other interest in sexual attraction towards men
The pandemic made me realize more about my sexuality.
The pandemic made it harder to explore my sexuality and my identities
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7.3
Other

This subcategory includes
responses that do not align in the
previous categories, but reference
themes related to exploring
sexuality or talking about sex
(includes having sex for the first
time)

•
•
•

I talked about desire and sex more over these platforms than I had ever really
done in the past.
In fact, we had sexual intercourse for the first time the day before we parted.
I actually lost my virginity in June of 2020
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You indicated that you engaged in new sexual behaviors or experiences (tried new fantasies/expanded your sexual interests) during this period
of the pandemic.
What new sexual behaviors or experiences did you engage in during this period of the pandemic?
Themes:
SEX TOYS

BDSM

OTHER

ANAL

HAVING SEX FOR THE FIRST
TIME

ROLE PLAYING

NEW ACTS

VIRTUAL

NEW PARTNER(S)

NEW POSITIONS

NEW LOCATIONS

PREFERENCES

Category

SEX TOYS

Description (operational
definition)
This theme includes responses
mentioning using sex toys (specific
or general)

Response Examples

•
•
•
•
•

My partner and I started exploring using sex toys when we are intimate
together
My partner and I went to a sex toy store and bought some new lube and a
vibrator together.
Used anal sex toy for the first time during intercourse
The use of vibrators during sex.
The use of bondage and kinky toys (handcuffs, ropes, blindfolds, chockers,
whips)
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BDSM

This theme includes responses
mentioning engaging in BDSM
(bondage, domination, sadism

or submission, and masochism).
This includes mentions of
bondage, different forms of power,
and/or rope play.

OTHER

This theme includes responses that
do not align in any of the other
categories/themes but reference a
new sexual behavior/experience.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

My partner and I also tried making me ejaculate (squirting.)
having hookups
Porn fantasies
I guess I just figured myself out more, explored preferences and worked on
traumatic issues I had with sex
We took a few baths together, set the mood with candles, used flavored lube,
bought lingerie, and watched movies like 50 Shades of Gray
I was willing to pay for sexual content. Eg: only fans, dropbox, video chat, ect.

This theme includes responses
mentioning using trying anal
during the pandemic (includes
pegging/anal sex toys)

•
•
•
•

Anal sex
We tried anal but failed. Very painful!!!
attempted pegging
male anal play

This theme includes responses
mentioning having sex for the first
time

•
•
•
•
•

I lost my virginity during this time
I never had any sexual behaviors or experiences with a partner before.
Any and all
I lost my virginity. So, uh, that was...new.
I’d been waiting to try vaginal sex until I was on birth control and in my own
private space and since I moved to my own apartment Fall 2020 both
conditions were satisfied during this period of the pandemic.

•

ANAL

HAVING SEX FOR THE
FIRST TIME

engaged in far more virtual sex and indulged in bdsm dom/sum dynamics more
than previously
I sent/received photos and we texted sexually exploring ddlg.
I (AFAB) experimented with being more dominant than my (AMAB) male
partners at the time, though I had previously taken a more submissive role.
BDSM
Different forms of power.
Bondage and role playing.
Rope play
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ROLE PLAYING

NEW ACTS

This theme includes responses
mentioning role playing

•
•
•
•

Role playing
I engaged in more explicit sexting/role playing over text
more roleplay
We tried Role-playing different jobs and all sorts of characters to make sex
more interesting

This theme includes responses
mentioning trying new sexual acts

•
•

different acts
But with them I got to try different things such as toys and having oral or
manual sex.
alone masturbation
we took the time to try out new sex positions and discovered new ways to
stimulate each other (ex: licking/ biting ears).
Tickling
I engaged in oral sex and vaginal sex for the first time

•
•
•
•
VIRTUAL

NEW PARTNER(S)

This theme includes responses
mentioning engaging in virtual
sexual behaviors for the first time
or engaging in more virtual sexual
behaviors

•
•
•

This theme includes responses
mentioning having sexual
experiences with different or new
partners

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

kink and virtual sex
engaged in far more virtual sex
I had never sexted before so that was new for me. I sent/received photos and
we texted sexually exploring ddlg.
I was willing to pay for sexual content. Eg: only fans, dropbox, video chat, ect.
Phone sex
video
Having sex with people with penises
had sex with someone the same gender as me after realizing that I am queer.
Identified as straight, found some interest in women and pursued that.
neighbor
I was curious about my sexuality and experienced consensual sex with another
woman
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NEW POSITIONS

This theme includes responses
mentioning trying new positions

•
•
•
•

NEW LOCATIONS

PREFERENCES

This theme includes responses
mentioning experiencing sexual
behaviors in new or different
locations

•
•

This theme includes responses
mentioning exploring new sexual
preferences or exploring one’s
sexuality

•

•

•
•
•

Different positions
As we were both still very new to sexual behaviors, we took the time to try out
new sex positions
More foreplay, positions as well!
Different positions/fantasies she had
different locations
We had sex in the car in a public parking lot, we had sex in the woods of a
public park
"public" sex
I guess I just figured myself out more, explored preferences and worked on
traumatic issues I had with sex
I was exploring a new aspect of my sexuality.
expressed each others likings and put it in to play
I was curious about my sexuality
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Q27: How do you think this period of the pandemic affected your connections and intimacy with others (e.g., sexual/romantic
relationships and non-sexual/romantic relationships)?
Major Themes:
1. STRAINED
RELATIONSHIPS/
CONNECTIONS

2. STRENGTHENED
RELATIONSHIPS/
CONNECTIONS

3. MENTAL HEALTH

4. TIME

5. NEW
RELATIONSHIPS

6. LOGISTICS

7. NO EFFECT ON
RELATIONSHIPS

8. LESSONS LEARNED

Category

•

STRAINED
RELATIONSHIPS/
CONNECTIONS

Description (operational
definition)

Response Examples

Strained relationships, intimacy,
and connections during this
period of the pandemic

•

Includes subcategories 1.1-1.5:
1.1 Strained relationships/
connections in general
1.2 Partner(s)
1.3 Platonic relationships
1.4 Lost relationship(s)
1.5 Other

•

•

•
•

It negatively affected my connections and intimacy regarding both my
sexual/romantic relationship and non-sexual/romantic relationships.
It put somewhat of a strain on my relationship, because we had both
previously had our own spaces to hang out at.
It destroyed the intimacy in my romantic relationship ultimately leading
to its destruction late 2021 and the discovery of an affair.
The number of non-sexual/romantic relationships that I had greatly
decreased
I had to do long distance because i was an out of state student—it was
hard.
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1.1
Strained relationships/
connections in general

This subcategory includes
responses about all of their
relationships being strained as a
result of the pandemic. This is
also the general subcategory for
responses that do not specify
which relationships were
strained

•
•
•
•
•
•

1.2
Partner(s)

This subcategory includes
responses about strained
relationships/connections with a
partner(s) during this period of
the pandemic

•
•
•
•
•

1.3
Platonic relationships

This subcategory includes
responses about strained
relationships/connections with
platonic relationships (i.e.,

•

The pandemic definitely strained connections as it was harder to see
people. Also due to more isolation I’ve developed more social anxiety
which has affected my connections
it was a lot harder to make connections and engage intimately with
others, and even to maintain relationships that I already had
It definitely was hard because I was not allowed to see people so
relationships got weaker.
The pandemic caused my connections and intimacy with others to
dwindle. I rarely saw anyone that was not family or my coworkers
which was harmful to many connections.
Negatively affected due to mental health
It negatively affected my connections and intimacy regarding both my
sexual/romantic relationship and non-sexual/romantic relationships.
I personally ended up fighting and becoming very upset with my partner
much more frequently than was "normal".
It hurt my relationships because I couldn't be in close contact with them,
especially my sexual relationship with my boyfriend
It put somewhat of a strain on my relationship, because we had both
previously had our own spaces to hang out at.
Not seeing the guy i was hooking up with was definitely stressful, i was
always worried i would be replaced.
It was slightly more difficult because of all the difficult things that were
going on in the world at that time, as me and my partner have somewhat
different political views.
The number of non-sexual/romantic relationships that I had greatly
decreased
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family and friends) during this
period of the pandemic

•
•
•

1.4
Lost relationship(s)

1.5
Other

•

STRENGTHENED
RELATIONSHIPS/
CONNECTIONS

This subcategory includes
responses about losing a
relationship(s) (either romantic
or platonic) during this period
of the pandemic

•
•
•

This subcategory includes
responses that are related to
strained relationships/
connections but don’t fit into
any of the above subcategories

•

The strengthening of
relationships, intimacy and
connection during this period of
the pandemic

•

Includes subcategories 2.1-2.5:
2.1 Strengthened relationships/
connections in general
2.2 Partner(s)
2.3 Platonic relationships
2.4 Roommates

•

•
•

•
•
•
•

I felt like because I wasn’t able to have as close of a connection with my
friends I turned to dating apps to fulfill this need.
It definitely put a strain on a lot of my friendships
It strained my non-sexual/romantic relationships (specifically my
friendships), as we all had different comfort levels with seeing each
other.
i lost a relationship and became more distant with my friends
Also drastically. Stopped talking to someone I was involved with
It destroyed the intimacy in my romantic relationship ultimately leading
to its destruction late 2021 and the discovery of an affair.
I had ended a 2 year relationship during this period
I had to do long distance because i was an out of state student—it was
hard.
Almost no connections or intimacy
Made it very hard just from being isolated so long

I think that it has actually made my connections stronger than before the
pandemic.
I think this period of the pandemic strengthened my connection and
intimacy with my partner.
My relationships with friends and family grew deeper and more
authentic because we spent more unstructured time together.
My connection with others increased with those i lived with during the
pandemic
Helped appreciate the non-romantic relationships I had, didn’t worry
about not being in a romantic relationship
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2.5 Other

2.1
Strengthened relationships/
connections in general

2.2
Partner(s)

This subcategory includes
responses about all of their
relationships being strengthened
as a result of the pandemic. This
is also the general subcategory
for responses that do not specify
which relationships were
strengthened

•

This subcategory includes
responses about strengthening
relationships/connections with a
partner(s) during this period of
the pandemic

•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•

2.3
Platonic relationships

This subcategory includes
responses about strengthening
relationships/connections with
family and/or friends during this
period of the pandemic (i.e.,
platonic relationships)

•
•
•
•
•

I think that it has actually made my connections stronger than before the
pandemic.
I think that my connections with people I was close with in my life were
heightened
I thought somewhat improved or fostered them due to increased amount
of free time during the pandemic early days
It caused them to become stronger.

Tbh [to be honest] my partner and I got a lot closer
I definitely got closer with my partner
It did bring my partner and I closer together.
I think this period of the pandemic strengthened my connection and
intimacy with my partner.
It made me and my partner become much closer and more dependent on
each other.
The pandemic probably made me and my boyfriend closer because we
had more time to spend together
My relationships with friends and family grew deeper and more
authentic because we spent more unstructured time together.
Overall, my social circle shrunk; however, with family and a few close
friends we became closer then ever, serving as one another's lifelines.
My familial bonds definitely strengthened
I definitely had a chance to deepen the platonic relationships with those
people close to me.
I also feel that my friends and I became closer as well.
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2.4
Roommates

2.5
Other

•

MENTAL
HEALTH

This subcategory includes
responses about strengthening
relationships/connections with
roommates (i.e., who the
respondent lived with) during
this period of the pandemic

•
•
•
•

I believe I grew closer to the people with whom I was living
My connection with others increased with those i lived with during the
pandemic
It strengthened the relationships with the people I was living with and
made it difficult to make romantic connections.
my roommates and I became a lot closer as a result of the pandemic at
this time.

•

It actually increased by particular connections, as I was cooped up in the
house with friends all day long, and seeing everybody all day, every day
made our connections between us that much stronger.

This subcategory includes
responses that are related to
strengthening
relationships/connections but
don’t fit into any of the above
subcategories

•

Helped appreciate the non-romantic relationships I had, didn’t worry
about not being in a romantic relationship
More sex at home with spouse
I have become more appreciative of the presence of others

Mental health and social anxiety
during this period of the
pandemic

•
•

Includes subcategories 3.1-3.4:
3.1 General mental health
3.2 Isolated/distant/hard to see
people

•
•

•
•

Negatively affected due to mental health
prolonged periods of time of isolation with limited interactions with the
public increased conflict in interpersonal relationships
I think it was hard to be as close with all relationships after pandemic
because we lived online for so long, and people almost lost their
knowledge of social interactions.
I think it made me nervous and apprehensive
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3.3 Social anxiety/don’t know
how to act
3.4 Other

3.1
General mental health

3.2
Isolated/distant/hard to see
people

3.3
Social anxiety/don’t know
how to act

This subcategory includes
responses that mention their
mental health during this period
of time

•
•

This subcategory includes
responses that talk about feeling
isolated, distant from others,
and/or finding it hard to see
people during this time. This
also includes not seeing very
many or any people outside of
their social bubble during this
time

•

This subcategory includes
responses about social anxiety
and not knowing how to interact
with others as a result of the
pandemic

•

•
•
•
•

•
•

Negatively affected due to mental health
I think it decreased them as well because less human contact affected
my mental health
It affected my family life, I stayed away from my family in order to not
potentially spread COVID so I was disconnected from them, which did
affect my mental health negatively
prolonged periods of time of isolation with limited interactions with the
public increased conflict in interpersonal relationships
Made most things very distant
It was harder to make face to face connections
Limited the places to meet up with friends or form new relationships (ie.
restaurants, coffee shops, bars).
This period of time made it harder to hang out without friends before we
left for college.

The pandemic definitely strained connections as it was harder to see
people. Also due to more isolation I’ve developed more social anxiety
which has affected my connections
I think it was hard to be as close with all relationships after pandemic
because we lived online for so long, and people almost lost their
knowledge of social interactions.
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•
•

3.4
Other

•

TIME

This subcategory includes
responses that are related to
mental health and/or feelings,
but do not fall in any of the
above categories

•
•

The effects of time spent with
others during this period of the
pandemic (In person or online)

•
•

Includes subcategories 4.1-4.4:
4.1 Time spent together
(positive)
4.2 Time spent together
(negative)
4.3 Selectiveness/trust
4.4 Time online/dating apps

4.1
Time spent together
(positive)

This subcategory includes
responses about having positive
experiences spending time with
others. For example,

•

•
•

•
•
•

, I think not having the normal day to day interactions with people has
affected how people view their relationships and competency when it
comes to being intimate with another person.
It affected me in the fact that I didn’t know anymore how to differentiate
certain behaviors from others and how to conceive behaviors others
expressed with me.
I think it made me nervous and apprehensive
I think I was a little bored and nothing else was going on so I may have
forced some connections that weren’t really there
I used to really like physical touch from friends and families or
significant others but now it just makes me uncomfortable.
I think while at first, additional time with loved ones was nice
I also think that being forced to spend so much time together negatively
impacted our relationships with one another as well.
My trust in other peoples COVID safety was nonexistent. I didn’t spend
time with anyone whose ideas didn’t mesh with mine.
It was harder to make face to face connections, almost everything had to
be done through dating apps

It helped me appreciate time spent together more than I did in the past
I think it strengthened them because we got to spend a lot of time
together and we couldn’t really be around other people.
I think while at first, additional time with loved ones was nice
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4.2
Time spent together
(negative)

4.3
Selectiveness/trust

appreciating time spent with
loved ones

•

My relationships with friends and family grew deeper and more
authentic because we spent more unstructured time together.

This subcategory includes
responses about having negative
experiences spending time with
people. For example, being
stuck with others all the time
and having that hurt one’s
relationships with those
individuals

•
•

More sex at home with spouse but less time out and about with friends.
I also think that being forced to spend so much time together negatively
impacted our relationships with one another as well.
My feelings towards my family members got a lot more negative
because I had to spend so much more time with them
prolonged periods of time of isolation with limited interactions with the
public increased conflict in interpersonal relationships.

This subcategory includes
responses that mention having
to be selective about who they
spend time with for safety
reasons. This also includes
responses that talk about issues
of trust in regard to Covid
safety and pandemic attitudes

•

•
•

•
•
•

4.4
Time online/dating apps

This subcategory includes
responses that mention dating
apps or spending time in online
spaces during this period of the
pandemic. Includes having a

•
•
•

it made me trust the average person less because a large amount of
people I knew did not care to keep me and my immonucompromised
[sic] loved ones safe, and lied to me about their covid distancing efforts.
it made me more selective of who i spent time with in person and I still
interact with nearly no one other than my partner
My trust in other peoples COVID safety was nonexistent. I didn’t spend
time with anyone whose ideas didn’t mesh with mine.
It strained my non-sexual/romantic relationships (specifically my
friendships), as we all had different comfort levels with seeing each
other
I’ve lost a lot of friends from either growing apart (different pandemic
attitudes/behaviors) or from people graduating
It was harder to make face to face connections, almost everything had to
be done through dating apps
I felt like because I wasn’t able to have as close of a connection with my
friends I turned to dating apps to fulfill this need.
Or I could spend more time with friends online
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hard time maintaining
relationships/connections online

•

NEW
RELATIONSHIPS

Topics related to the formation
or lack of formations of new
relationships during this period
of the pandemic
Includes subcategories 5.1-5.2:
5.1 Started new one(s)
5.2 Hard to meet new
people/make connections

5.1
Started new one(s)

This subcategory encompasses
responses about started a new
relationship (romantic and/or
platonic) during this period of
the pandemic

•
•

One from each subcategory
• i got into my first serious relationship during the beginning of the
pandemic (met on tinder)
• it was more difficult forming new bonds with people with which I was
not previously familiar.

•
•
•
•
•

5.2
Hard to meet new
people/make connections

This subcategory includes
responses about having trouble
meeting new people and
forming new connections
during this period of time

I spent more time on Facetime with my other friends than in person
sex was a common topic in many of the online spaces I found myself in
during this time period

•
•
•
•

Significantly -- this was when I started a relationship that set the record
for the longest one I've ever had (16 months)!
i got into my first serious relationship during the beginning of the
pandemic (met on tinder)
My relationship at the time was essentially caused by the pandemic.
When I started dating my boyfriend, I was so incredibly afraid to go
near his near wonderful family and get them sick at first.
Regarding relationships, the pandemic kind of helped me get into them
more than I had prior.
it was a lot harder to make connections and engage intimately with
others, and even to maintain relationships that I already had
I did not and still have not made a single friend at school
I wasn't really meeting a lot of new people, if any.
Limited the places to meet up with friends or form new relationships
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•

LOGISTICS

(includes not meeting any new
people at all)

•
•

Creating and building up new relationships made more difficult.
it was more difficult forming new bonds with people with which I was
not previously familiar.

Logistics of this period of the
pandemic, i.e., heaving to
move, being in long-distance
relationships, respondents living
situations during this period of
time

•
•

My partner and I maintained our relationship throughout our separation
It was hard because I moved from out of state and did not know a single
person starting out
I lived in the dorms during this period hoping that it may give me a bit
more normalcy but I did not and still have not made a single friend at
school

•

Includes subcategories 6.1-6.3:
6.1 Long-distance
6.2 Moved
6.3 Living situation
6.1
Long-distance

This subcategory includes
responses about being in a longdistance relationship(s) and/or
being separated from
partners/friends/family etc.

•
•

•
•
•

I had to do long distance because i was an out of state student—it was
hard.
It put somewhat of a strain on my relationship, because we had both
previously had our own spaces to hang out at. But during the pandemic
we both moved back home, which made it difficult to have any sort of
privacy even just to for important conversations.
I was completely physically separated from the majority of my friends,
from my family, from my coworkers, from my classmates, and from my
boyfriend for most of this period.
I think it negatively impacted my previous relationship, as previous
partner and I decided to end it during this time due to distance that was
initially caused by the pandemic
My partner and I maintained our relationship throughout our separation.
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6.2
Moved

This subcategory includes
responses that mention moving
during this time period (it can
include the respondent moving
or the respondent mentioning
someone else who moved
during this period)

•
•
•
•

6.3
Living situation

This subcategory includes
responses that mention what
kind of the living situation the
respondent was in during this
period of time (i.e., dorms,
apartment, with family)

•
•
•
•

•

No effect on relationships,
NO EFFECT ON
RELATIONSHIP(S) intimacy, and/or connection
during this period of the
pandemic (Theme 7)

•
•
•
•
•

It was hard because I moved from out of state and did not know a single
person starting out
during the pandemic we both moved back home, which made it difficult
to have any sort of privacy even just to for important conversations.
Once he moved into an apartment in Bellingam and we were able to
regularly spend time in person again, our relationship definitely
deepened.
A lot of people I know graduated and moved away.
I lived in the dorms during this period hoping that it may give me a bit
more normalcy but I did not and still have not made a single friend at
school
For our dorm we facilitated this by breaking up decks of the card game
"We're not really strangers" and it led to quite a few intimate moments
in smaller groups where we could connect.
Even though I lived with my mom at the time, I didn't hug her for a
year.
but i’ve had to clearly set boundaries with my parents as a result of
having to live with them
no affect
I did see my partner the same amount.
No change
I don’t think the pandemic affected my connections, i think it is just the
facts that i am a teen/early adult.
I don’t think it really affected any of my connections.
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•

LESSONS
LEARNED

Lessons learned: feeling more
independent or dependent as a
result of the pandemic, having
new conversations, and/or
realizations/experiences with
communication with others
(Theme 8)

•
•
•
•

I was more open about my problems to my friends and they helped me
realize my intimacy issues (both sexual/romantic and not) so it was a
baby step towards recovery.
I found that while there was much freer discussion about sex than I had
been able to find before, much of it was still unhealthy due to many
many societal and social factors.
It made me realize my worth more. I realized that I don't need someone
else. I became more confident in standing up for myself.
It’s made me less intimate with others. I’ve become more independent
and closer to myself.
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Appendix C
Dissemination: Posters put up on open posting boards on WWU’s campus

WESTERN STUDENTS:
WE WANT TO
HEAR FROM YOU!
Survey on experiences of intimacy
and sexual behaviors during the
COVID-19 pandemic

PAID RESEARCH STUDY
WESTERN STUDENTS:
WE WANT TO HEAR
FROM YOU!

Survey on experiences of intimacy
and sexual behaviors during the
COVID-19 pandemic
The first 75 participants get a $10 Amazon e-gift card

Voluntary & anonymous

Voluntary & anonymous

(we will not know who responded with which answers)

(we will not know who responded with which answers)

Takes about 10-15 minutes
Must be 18+ to participate

Takes about 10-15 minutes
Must be 18+ to participate

SCAN ME

SCAN ME

